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From the editor
Vol. 2, No 2/2015Contemporary Educational Leadership

Dear Readers 

Dear Readers, the  issue that we present 
(2/2015) contains a series of six papers. 

The first paper was written by Peter 
Moss from the University of London, Eng-
land. In his article, he uses the life and work 
of  Loris Malaguzzi from Reggio Emilia 
to question the concept of leadership in 
an education system and tries to answer 
the question if we do not speak too much 
about leadership in education today. I am 
sure that this excellent piece of writing will 
stimulate a fascinating discussion. 

The second paper was written by Rob-
in Precey, Canterbury Christ Church Uni-
versity, England. It builds on the paper that 
was published in the previous issue. The 
first paper proposed an approach to leader-
ship different from the prevailing attempts 
defined using managerial concepts and 
ways of understanding. In the second one, 
included in this issue, the author tries to de-
scribe how such a new type of leadership 
can be developed referring to some exam-
ples from international context.

Christine Forde and Kevin Lowden 
from the University of Glasgow, Scot-
land report in their article the findings of 
an investigation into the career aspirations 
of experienced deputy headteachers from 
Scotland. They try to understand why some 
of deputy headteachers choose not to move 
into headship showing some complex fac-
tors that contribute to such a picture. This 
paper seems to be a very important and in-
formative part of discussion about profes-
sional development of educational leaders.

The fourth paper by Meng Tian from 

the University of Jyväskylä, Finland pre-
sents a very interesting example of re-
search on Finnish teachers’ perceptions 
on distributed leadership. The results are 
very detailed and, while discussing them, 
the author points out a lot of important is-
sues that may (or have to) be taken into 
account when developing an understand-
ing of leadership in schools.

In the next paper Savilla I. Banis-
ter and John M. Fischer from Bowl-
ing Green State University in the United 
States show how school leaders as in-
structional leaders can assist in establish-
ing a collegial climate in schools by using 
special observation protocols. It seems 
that it may be especially useful for those 
working in practical contexts. 

The closing article comes from Pe-
ter Farrell, Independent Researcher that 
comes from Zeerust Primary School in 
Australia. This interesting piece of writ-
ing uses 15 years of the author’s expe-
rience from the field to show how prin-
cipals in a small school have to operate 
using broad range of their competencies 
and roles. 

The articles from different countries 
and different perspectives give a lot of 
stimulating thoughts on understanding 
educational leadership. I am sure that 
this issue of Contemporary Educational 
Leadership will attract both academics 
and practitioners and will help them to 
develop their thinking about leadership in 
educational context.

Roman Dorczak
Editor–in-Chief
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Peter Moss
University of London, England 

Abstract

This article uses the life and work of 
one of the great educationalists of the last 
century, Loris Malaguzzi from Reggio 
Emilia, to question the concept of leader-
ship in an education system inscribed with 
the values of democracy and cooperation. 
It asks if we should talk of ‘democratic 
leadership’, or whether some other con-
cept is more appropriate. The article also 
poses a critical question: why do we speak 
so much about leadership today?, and 
wonders if it is related to contradictions 
in the neoliberal regime that has become 
so dominant a discourse in our times.

Keywords: Reggio Emilia, education, 
democracy, leadership

A call for assistance

What does it mean to be a democratic 
leader? Or, to be more precise, is it pos-
sible to talk about leadership in an edu-
cation system deeply inscribed with the 
values and practices of democracy and 
cooperation? I ask these questions not as 
an expert in the field of education lead-
ership, indeed as a self-avowed novice 
with no knowledge of the literature. I ask 
them instead as a student of early child-
hood education coming across an expe-
rience that has raised these questions in 
my mind, and who seeks assistance in an-
swering them from those who are more 
expert. The article is, if you will, a call 
for assistance, but also a provocation.

Though not familiar with the field, 
I am aware that leadership in education 
is a subject whose time appears to have 

Loris Malaguzzi, democratic leader or primus inter 
pares
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come, a high profile concept and prac-
tice much discussed and practiced today. 
For example, the Institute of Education 
in London where I work has a ‘Lon-
don Centre for Leadership in Learning’, 
while England has a government-sup-
ported National College for Teaching 
and Leadership. And there are, of course, 
a number of academic journals, includ-
ing this one, devoted to the subject. Nor 
is an intense interest in leadership con-
fined to education, but figures promi-
nently in every field of human services.

It is, therefore, impossible to ignore 
the high profile accorded in this day and 
age to leadership in education, and its 
role and impact on performance. Yet at 
the same time, such attention generates 
a certain unease and scepticism. This is 
in part the response that any critical ac-
ademic should adopt to any concept and 
practice, a reaction that in my case is 
sharpened by a Foucauldian approach, 
which views the contemporary prom-
inence of leadership in education as a 
dominant discourse, a discourse seeking 
to apply a decisive influence on a par-
ticular subject, in this case education.

It [a dominant discourse] does so 
by projecting and imposing a ‘regime 
of truth’ that exercises power over our 
thoughts and actions, directing or govern-
ing what we see as the ‘truth’ and how 
we construct the world: it makes “as-
sumptions and values invisible, turn[s] 
subjective perspectives and understand-
ings into apparently objective truths, 
and determine[s] that some things are 

self-evident and realistic while others are 
dubious and impractical” (Dahlberg and 
Moss, 2005, p.17). Such dominant dis-
courses provide the mechanism for ren-
dering reality amenable to certain kinds 
of actions (Miller and Rose, 1993) – and 
by so doing, they also exclude other 
ways of understanding and interpreting 
the world, marginalising other stories 
that could be told. (Moss, 2014, pp.3-4)

Put another way, dominant discourses 
operate as ‘regimes of truth’, determin-
ing what is held to be true: the impor-
tant point being that ‘the concern here is 
not with what is true…[but] how some 
things come to count as true’ (Ball, 2015, 
p.4). Furthermore, what counts as true is 
determined not by some objective and 
stable set of criteria, for ‘nothing is true 
that is not the product of power’ (ibid.).

Leadership in education seen through 
this lens raises questions about why the 
concept is today so widely treated as 
self-evident, what alternatives it excludes 
by rendering them unspeakable and im-
plausible, and why we speak so much 
about it now. In other words, what is it 
about our present day world and what re-
lationships of power bring ‘leadership’ to 
the fore in education and counts it as true

But these general causes of unease and 
scepticism about leadership in education 
have been intensified by a particular ex-
perience, three years of work preparing 
an English-language book of selected 
writings and speeches by Loris Malaguz-
zi (Cagliari, Castegnetti, Giudici, Rinaldi, 
Vecchi and Moss, 2016). Who was Loris 
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Malaguzzi? And why has he provoked 
questions about leadership in education?

Loris Malaguzzi and the schools of 
Reggio Emilia

Loris Malaguzzi (1920-94) was one of 
the great educationalists of the last cen-
tury, helping to create a system of public 
(or municipal) schools in his home city 
of Reggio Emilia in Northern Italy that 
is, arguably, the most successful, most 
extensive and most sustained example of 
radical or progressive education that has 
ever been. A strong claim, but difficult to 
deny I think when it is realised that today 
there are 47 schools in the city (33 man-
aged by the comune (city council) itself, 
and 14 provided by co-operatives under 
agreements with the comune); and that 
they have managed to maintain an inno-
vative, dynamic and creative culture of 
pedagogical work for more than 50 years.

If Malaguzzi and the schools of Reg-
gio Emilia may not be familiar to many 
readers it is because he and they are 
concerned with the education of chil-
dren below compulsory school age, from 
birth to 6 years. In the fragmented world 
of education, that puts them beyond the 
knowledge and awareness of most educa-
tionalists, who are involved with prima-
ry, secondary and higher education, and 
who may well see early childhood edu-
cation mainly as a form of preparation 
for what follows, necessary perhaps but 
not of great interest to education prop-
er. But in the field of early childhood 

education, Reggio Emilia has attracted 
global attention and a worldwide fol-
lowing, becoming widely recognised as 
one of the most important experiences 
in this sector of education. The city re-
ceives a constant stream of study groups 
from many countries, while its exhibition 
has been touring the world since 1988.

Space precludes going in detail into the 
pedagogical ideas and practices that have 
created Reggio’s distinct identity (for 
those wanting to read more deeply into the 
subject, see Rinaldi 2006; Vecchi 2010; 
Edwards, Gandini and Forman 2012; 
Cagliari et al., 2016). However, a few key 
features should be mentioned. Education 
is understood, first and foremost, as polit-
ical, political in the sense that it is always 
about making choices between conflicting 
alternatives. One of the most important 
choices concerns the image of the child 
– who do we think the child is? From the 
answer to that question everything else 
– policy, provision, practice; structure 
and culture – must necessarily follow.

Of course every educational policy 
and service is based on a particular im-
age, but one that is usually implicit and 
unacknowledged; no national or inter-
national policy documents that I have 
ever seen mention, let alone answer, the 
question. But Reggio does, recognising 
that the child’s image, the choice that is 
made, has to be explicit and public, and 
therefore subject to discussion and argu-
ment. Malaguzzi, for example, insisted 
that ‘a declaration [about the image of 
the child] is not only a necessary act of 
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clarity and correctness, it is the necessary 
premise for any pedagogical theory, and 
any pedagogical project’ (Loris Malaguz-
zi, from Cagliari et al, 2016, p.374)

Reggio has always been very clear 
about its image, the image of the ‘rich 
child’:

there are rich children and poor chil-
dren. We [in Reggio Emilia] say all chil-
dren are rich, there are no poor children. 
All children whatever their culture, what-
ever their lives are rich, better equipped, 
more talented, stronger and more intelli-
gent than we can suppose. (ibid., p.397)

These are children born with a ‘hun-
dred languages’ (the term used in Reggio 
to suggest the many and diverse ways 
children have of expressing themselves 
and relating to the world), competent and 
determined from birth to make meaning 
of the world, children who request ‘rich 
intelligence in others, rich curiosity in 
others, a very high and advanced capacity 
for fantasy, imagination, learning and cul-
ture in others’.  Rich children are protag-
onists, not empty vessels to be filled but 
‘active in constructing the self and knowl-
edge through social interactions and in-
ter-dependencies’ (ibid., p.377), children 
who are not bearers of needs, but bear-
ers of rights, values and competencies.

This image of the child makes strong 
demands on the adults who live with 
them, but also on the pedagogy prac-
ticed in schools. Malaguzzi was quite 
clear about the pedagogy he did not 
want, what he called ‘prophetic peda-
gogy’, which knows everything before-

hand, knows everything that will happen, 
knows everything, does not have one 
uncertainty, is absolutely imperturbable. 
It contemplates everything and proph-
esies everything, sees everything, sees 
everything to the point that it is capable of 
giving you recipes for little bits of actions, 
minute by minute, hour by hour, objective 
by objective, five minutes by five min-
utes. This is something so coarse, so cow-
ardly, so humiliating of teachers’ ingenu-
ity, a complete humiliation for children’s 
ingenuity and potential. (ibid., p.421)

This is pedagogy reduced to a simple 
equation of predetermined inputs and 
outputs, obsessed with achieving preor-
dained and linear stages of development 
(‘let us take stages and throw them out 
the window’, Malaguzzi suggests) and 
learning goals. It is a pedagogy of cer-
tainty, predictability and intense con-
trol. And it is a pedagogy closely wed to 
what he termed dismissively ‘testology’, 
with its ‘rush to categorise’ and ‘which 
is nothing but a ridiculous simplification 
of knowledge and a robbing of meaning 
from individual histories’.(ibid., p.378).

Reggio has instead created a very dif-
ferent pedagogy, a pedagogy fit for the 
rich child: a pedagogy of relations, listen-
ing and liberation.  This is a pedagogy of 
children and adults working together to 
construct knowledge – meaning-making 
through processes of building, sharing, 
testing and revising theories, always in 
dialogic relationship with others. And it 
is a pedagogy that loves and desires the 
unexpected, the unpredictable, that val-
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ues wonder and surprise. The strength 
of Reggio, Malaguzzi believed, came-
precisely from this fact that every other 
week, every other fortnight, every month, 
something unexpected, something that 
surprised us or made us marvel, some-
thing that disappointed us, something 
that humiliated us, would burst out in 
a child or in the children. But this was 
what gave us our sense of an unfin-
ished world, a world unknown, a world 
we ought to know better. (ibid., p.392)

And this had major implications for 
all those working with children, for ‘to 
be capable of maintaining this gift of 
marvelling and wonder is a funda¬men-
tal quality in a person working with chil-
dren’ (ibid.). If prophetic pedagogy ‘does 
not have one uncertainty’, then pedago-
gy for the rich child calls for educators 
able to work with, indeed to relish, un-
certainty – ours, Malaguzzi declared, is ‘a 
profession of uncertainty’ (ibid., p.322).

To state that educating young chil-
dren is a profession of uncertainty is not, 
however, the end of the matter. Reggio 
has high and demanding expectations 
of workers in its municipal schools, but 
matches these expectations with a metic-
ulous and constant attention to the condi-
tions needed to work with rich children, 
a pedagogy of listening and uncertainty. 
The experience of this Italian city shows 
that radical public education is not only 
possible but sustainable, but cannot be 
left simply to chance and its own devic-
es. Organisation is vital, organisation that 
is intelligent and at the service of values.

Malaguzzi insisted on all workers in 
schools – teachers and auxiliary staff – 
having proper pay and time for profes-
sional development and other ‘non-con-
tact’ activities, creating ‘the conditions 
for re-evaluating and valuing their con-
tri¬butions’ (ibid., p.210). And in 1972 
he presided over the production by the 
city of the Regolamento delle scuole 
comunali dell’infanzia (Rulebook for 
municipal schools), specifying a raft of 
conditions to support the development of 
good pedagogical work. These included: 
a support team of pedagogistas (workers 
with a psychology or pedagogy degree, 
each supporting a small group of schools) 
and psychologists; the provision of atel-
iers and atelieristas (art workshops and 
educators with an arts qualification) in 
schools; two teachers working together in 
each class; regular professional develop-
ment for all educators (teachers, atelieri-
stas, cooks, auxiliaries); valuing all envi-
ronments indoor and outdoor as spaces of 
learning, including kitchens, bathrooms 
and gardens; and ensuring priority access 
for children with special rights (the term 
adopted in Reggio Emilia for children 
with disabilities). Last but not least, the 
Regolamento emphasised the participa-
tion not only of parents but of all citizens 
in their local schools, including ‘social 
management’ by regularly elected repre-
sentatives of these groups plus teachers.

This last point brings me to the nub of 
my personal dilemma about leadership in 
education. Reggio Emilia and its schools 
are inscribed with a strong and explic-



it set of values. These include subjec-
tivity and uncertainty; a commitment to 
equality and a rejection of hierarchy (‘the 
auxiliary’s role was freed so that she can 
study, meet and discuss on equal terms 
with teachers…Every residual notion of 
hierarchy was done away with’ (ibid., 
p.223)); and, above all, cooperation and 
democracy. Democracy and cooperation 
are expressed in organisational terms, in-
cluding social management of schools by 
elected representatives of parents, other 
local citizens and teachers, and the run-
ning of schools on a cooperative basis, 
i.e. non-hierarchically and without school 
heads. But democracy and cooperation 
are also understood as values that should 
permeate all practices and relationships, 
an integral part of the culture of the 
schools which are to be, in Malaguz-
zi’s words, ‘living centres of open 
and democratic culture’ (ibid., p.180).

Malaguzzi’s role with the schools of 
Reggio Emilia

The comune of Reggio Emilia opened 
its first municipal school – a scuola 
dell’infanzia for 3 to 6-year-olds – at the 
end of 1963. The number of these schools 
increased in subsequent years, while a 
new type of school, the asilo nido for 
children under 3 years, was introduced in 
1973. Malaguzzi had trained and worked 
as a teacher, in primary, secondary and 
adult education, then subsequently un-
dertook a course in psychology. He came 
to work for the comune in 1951, at its 

newly opened and innovative centre for 
school-age children manifesting psycho-
logical problems, but he also contributed 
to the pedagogical reform of the comune’s 
summer camps for children. When the 
city opened its first school, it turned to 
Malaguzzi to oversee this new venture, 
with the title of Pedagogical Consult-
ant. Later, as his role evolved, he be-
came Director of the municipal schools.

What did his role involve? It was high-
ly complex and multi-faceted, well-illus-
trated by the documents in the book of his 
writings and speeches. So, one moment 
he is the administrator, the head of the 
emerging early childhood service in Reg-
gio Emilia, writing to the Mayor, other 
city politicians or officials or to schools: 
about problems with the construction of a 
new school, or arguing for the school to 
have an atelier [arts workshop]; or warn-
ing against the comune assuming respon-
sibility for a sub-standard Church-run 
school; or proposing measures to school 
staff to implement the comune’s new Reg-
olamento; or chiding some schools for 
failing to ensure representation at meet-
ings. The next moment he is the educa-
tor, organising series of lectures or other 
events for parents and teachers, in which 
he also often participates as a teacher (for 
example in 1965 reference is made to 
‘Pedagogical Novembers’, a programme 
of talks on pedagogical issues, open to 
families and educators, and featuring 
presentations from leading figures in Ital-
ian education - including Malaguzzi, who 
organised these events in Reggio). Then 
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he is the pedagogical director, setting out 
his ideas about summer camps or schools 
and their underlying pedagogy, to a va-
riety of audiences, locally, regionally or 
nationally, but also putting these ideas to 
work through experimentation, in close 
cooperation with teachers in the munic-
ipal schools. This activity is closely con-
nected with that of pedagogical research-
er; for experiment and research are central 
to his idea of the identity of the school 
and the work of the teacher. Another time 
he is the student, learning from innova-
tive work on maths of Piaget and other 
Swiss psychologists, reading prodigious-
ly and widely, wanting to keep abreast of 
the latest thinking in many fields. While 
on other occasions, he is a campaigner, 
arguing the case for more and better ser-
vices for children and families or for the 
defence of what has been achieved in the 
face of threatened cuts – all this within 
the wider frame of a passionate com-
mitment to the idea of public education. 

Three themes strike me when thinking 
about his work.  First, he was an intel-
lectual who loved the company of oth-
er intellectuals. He was a man of many 
interests, great curiosity and incessant 
border crossing, never losing his delight 
at encountering new ideas, new perspec-
tives and new friends. A man who wrote 
poetry, loved theatre and drama, and was 
very well and very widely read. A man 
who kept abreast of the latest develop-
ments and debates in politics, economics, 
culture and science. A man who wanted 
a modern education that understood and 

responded to contemporary conditions 
and needs and was open to contemporary 
thinking and knowledge – whilst never 
losing sight of its responsibility for the 
future. And a man with a strong critical 
faculty, applied not only to the outdat-
ed thinking and institutions that he felt 
were widespread in Italy, and to the or-
ganisations of which he was a member, 
but also to leading figures in psychology 
and pedagogy, many of whom he also ad-
mired greatly and took inspiration from 

But these are just some of the ingre-
dients of being an intellectual, the raw 
materials that enable this role. What sort 
of intellectual was he? The French phi-
losopher, Michel Foucault, distinguishes 
between two types of intellectual. The 
‘universal intellectual’, he argued, for 
a long period, spoke and was acknowl-
edged the right of speaking in the ca-
pacity of master of truth and justice. He 
was heard, or purported to make himself 
heard, as the spokesman of the univer-
sal. To be an intellectual meant some-
thing like being the consciousness/con-
science of us all (Foucault, 1984, p.67). 

But since the end of the Second World 
War, Foucault discerned the emergence 
of a new sort, the ‘specific intellectual’:

A new mode of the “connection be-
tween theory and practice” has been es-
tablished. Intellectuals have become used 
to working, not in the modality of the 
“universal”, the “exemplary”, the “just-
and-true-for-all”, but within specific sec-
tors, at the precise points where their own 
conditions of life or work situate them 
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(housing, the hospital, the asylum, the 
laboratory, the university, family, and sex-
ual relations). This has undoubtedly giv-
en them a much more immediate and con-
crete awareness of struggles (ibid., op.68).

This description of the specific in-
tellectual seems to me to fit Malaguzzi 
very well, situated as he was in the spe-
cific sector of education, aware of and 
engaged with its struggles, striving to 
establish new ways of connecting theory 
and practice. Moreover, he understood 
the teacher in this light too: in 1975 we 
find him telling a regional meeting of the 
Italian Communist Party that ‘the need 
for renewal requires the kind of teacher 
who is a new type of intellectual, a pro-
ducer of knowledge connected with or-
ganised social demands’ (Loris Malaguz-
zi from Cagliari et al., 2016, p.210).

Second, he was a democrat, both by 
conviction and in practice. He passionate-
ly believed in the importance of all citizens 
(not just parents and teachers) participating 
in shaping Reggio’s educational project:

A school with the ambition of con-
structing its own experience and being 
identified with participatory values has to 
adapt its contents, and its working meth-
odology and practice….It must be capa-
ble of internally living out processes and 
issues of partici¬pation and democracy in 
its inter-personal relations, in the proce-
dures of its progettazione [project work] 
and curriculum design, in the conception 
and examination of its work plans, and 
in operations of organisational updating, 
while always focusing on children, par-

ents, and the Consiglio di Gestione [social 
management committee] (ibid., p.354).

He had deep respect for the competen-
cy of children and adults alike, believing 
they were capable of far more than the 
powers-that-be gave them credit for. He 
worked tirelessly to develop relationships 
of openness, equality and mutual respect 
between schools, teachers, parents and 
local communities; the schools, he be-
lieved, must be entirely open and trans-
parent to their local neighbourhoods. He 
saw there were always alternatives, that 
needed to be recognised, respected and 
argued about. While his ‘management 
style’ was distinctively participatory. To-
day’s new public management calls for 
hierarchical structures that separate sen-
ior officials from those engaged in the 
everyday work of services, the former 
controlling the latter at a distance through 
a web of procedures, targets and measure-
ments. Malaguzzi, by contrast, offers an 
alternative of democratic and participa-
tory management inscribed with an ethos 
of cooperation and dialogue and prac-
ticed in close relationship with the front-
line. He was constantly engaged with and 
contributing to the everyday lives of ed-
ucators and children, working ceaselessly 
to involve children, educators and parents 
with his ideas and to learn with them. He 
did not just plan new schools and ensure 
their sound administration; he was con-
stantly in them once open, taking the 
pedagogical pulse, engaging with all and 
sundry, talking and listening. When he 
spoke about education and schools it was 
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from first-hand and current experience. 
Finally, he sought to create an education 

of movement and innovation. He constant-
ly talks about the municipal schools being 
places of research and experimentation, 
putting new ideas and theories to work, 
seeking new knowledge and understand-
ings – always involving as wide a range 
of participants as possible in a process of 
what Unger (2005) terms ‘democratic ex-
perimentalism’. The municipal schools

effectively constitute an experi-
ence that consciously attempts real re-
search and experimentation, and which 
has decided to debate and examine the 
choices made, or that could be made, 
with workers, families and the peo-
ple…. A declared desire for pedagog-
ical research as a permanent method 
realised together by teachers, auxiliary 
workers, families, citizens and Quar-
tiere [neighbourhood] (Loris Malaguz-
zi from Cagliari et al., 2016, p.222)

This meant a pedagogy that resist-
ed becoming static and was averse to 
closure, but was instead open to contin-
uous evolution and constant renewal:

If we want contents to be a part of 
real contexts, part of unfolding historical 
events, interpreting these and acting as 
their protagonist, then they cannot be ab-
solute and final and coercive. They must 
consist of a series of more complex and 
coherent hypotheses that are constantly 
updated and strengthened through inter-
preting the needs of children, families and 
society (inseparably woven together), and 
creating the biggest movement possible, 

the most participation, shared responsi-
bility, and determination. These essential 
issues are the support that makes contents 
possible, examining and guaranteeing 
them in a constant democratic regenera-
tion. (ibid., p.232-3, original emphasis)

Was Malaguzzi a ‘leader’?

Given all that has been said already, this 
may seem a rather obvious question. One 
answer is that he was a leader, but a leader 
of a particular kind – an intellectual and 
democratic leader. What I describe in my 
introduction to the book as ‘two defining 
features of his role as educational leader’. 

Yet I am not sure if this is the only pos-
sibly answer. I am left wondering if the 
term ‘leader’ is appropriate for Malaguzi. 
First, because the term ‘leader’ or ‘leader-
ship’ never crops up in the book, at least 
in relation to Malaguzzi and Reggio Emil-
ia, nor are these words I have ever heard 
used in my conversations with educators 
in the city. ‘Leader’ and ‘leadership’ are 
not terms that seem to sit comfortably 
with the ethos of this pedagogical project 
or the character of Malaguzzi. Perhaps, 
but this is pure speculation, the word 
‘leader’ arouses uncomfortable memories 
and has negative connotations, a remind-
er of ‘Il Duce’ (‘the leader’) as Musso-
lini was known, and his 20 year fascist 
dictatorship, an experience that Reggio’s 
schools deliberately set out to contest and 
to prevent recurring. Renzo Bonazzi, the 
mayor of the city during the early years 
of municipal school expansion, made this 

15

Vol. 2, No 2/2015Contemporary Educational Leadership



clear when he told some visitors that “the 
fascist experience had taught them that 
people who conformed and obeyed were 
dangerous, and that in building a new so-
ciety it was imperative to safeguards and 
communicate that lesson and nurture a 
vision of children who can thing and act 
for themselves” (Dahlberg 2000, p.177).

And that brings me on to the second 
reason for my doubts. How comfortably 
can the concepts of ‘leader’ and ‘leader-
ship’ – and their corollary of ‘follower’ 
and ‘being led’ - sit in an educational 
project that takes democracy and cooper-
ation as fundamental values, and makes 
them central to its practice? Of course 
a leader may try to use the trappings of 
democracy to secure compliance with 
her purposes and goals, making a point 
of consulting widely and building teams 
that share a common sense of participat-
ing in her ambitions. But here democrat-
ic language and methods are instrumen-
talised and put to work in the interests 
of power. What is the situation though 
if you start from a position of democra-
cy and cooperation as fundamentals, as 
was the case of Reggio Emilia? Where 
schools themselves have no hierarchy or 
fixed leadership. Where there is a desire 
to create a participatory project, based 
on a recognition that ‘individual knowl-
edge is only partial; and that in order to 
create project, especially an educational 
project, everyone’s point of view is rel-
evant in dialogue with others’ (Cagliari, 
Barozzi and Giudici, 2004, p.29). 

In such cases do we need to search for 

new language to describe a new role: or 
perhaps old language, such as the Lat-
in term primus inter pares, first among 
equals, a recognition of general equal-
ity within which one figure may gain a 
special standing due to respect and trust 
gained by an acknowledged authority in 
a particular field.  Or perhaps ‘leader’ 
and ‘leadership’ could be reclaimed to 
make them genuinely compatible with 
deep-seated values of democracy and 
cooperation. But to do so would mean 
first critically analysing their current 
pre-eminence in neoliberal societies and 
regimes of truth, going back to that Fou-
cauldian question – why do we talk so 
much about leaders and leadership today? 

One answer, it seems to me, is that 
‘leadership’ provides a way out of a ne-
oliberal dilemma. How is it possible to 
reconcile two contradictory neoliberal 
ends: an organisation of high efficiency, 
flexibility and profitability and a work-
force of competitive, self-interested and 
highly autonomous individuals. Faced 
by such contradictory material, where 
democracy and cooperation have no 
place except as instrumentalised tech-
niques, leadership becomes one of the 
human technologies that appears capa-
ble of achieving some sort of reconcili-
ation, a management tool applicable to 
any kind of situation, a way of govern-
ing in a Deleuzian society of control.

But then as I said at the beginning, I 
come at this issue of leaders and lead-
ership as a novice. Perhaps I am simply 
complicating things, and there is no mis-
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match between being a leader and oper-
ating in a cultural climate of democracy 
and cooperation. Perhaps I should simply 
accept that Malaguzzi was a gifted lead-
er who was responsible for an extraor-
dinary educational experience, rather 
than being just one part – albeit a prim-
us inter pares - of a network of people 
and institutions that collectively created 
the municipal schools of Reggio Emilia.
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Why develop school leaders?

If we want successful school leaders in 
the twenty first century, it is axiomatic that 
such leaders need to develop and support-
ed in this. Despite this statement of the 
blindingly obvious, it must be recognised 
that leadership development, whilst be-
ing clearly linked to school improvement 
(Leithwood et al 2009), is very patchy 
both between nations and within them. 
There may be eloquent rhetoric in favour 
of leadership development but few coun-
ties have invested adequately or wisely in 
this important area. For example, in Eng-

Abstract

This article builds on another in the 
previous issue of “Contemporary Educa-
tional Leadership” entitled: The Future is 
not what it used to be: School Leadership 
Today for Tomorrow’s World (Part 1). In 
that article a case was made for a differ-
ent approach for leadership to the prevail-
ing managerial norm, one which enables 
schools to prepare its students more effec-
tively for life now and in the future. Such 
leadership needs to be developed and this 
article outlines the ways in which this can 
happen using on a transformative learning 
framework based on what we know about 
adult learning. The framework has been 
used and tested in a number of differing 
international contexts. Used well it offers 
a cohesive, coherent approach to plan-
ning, preparing, facilitating and evaluat-
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land, the National College for Leadership 
(now the National College for Teaching 
and Leadership) was created in 2000 but 
has changed its remit significantly since 
then. The Austrian Leadership Academy 
was established in 2004 and projects such 
as “Time for Leaders” in Lithuania show 
a growing interest and commitment to 
the issue of developing leaders on a na-
tional scale. In continents such as Africa 
the context is very different to western 
nations. Often here resources are limited 
and leaders may have little or no training. 
These are clearly vital issues that need ad-
dressing and it is important to consider the 
best way to develop all school leaders to 
ensure limited resources are spent wisely.

The Clarifying terms

In an increasingly dynamic, rapidly 
changing, unpredictable world of edu-
cation, leadership learning needs to be 
transformative. We need school leaders 
who are able to work with such complex-
ity whilst remaining true to their values.  
Learning in relation to transformational 
leadership is an elusive concept. Lan-
guage in this area can cause unnecessary 
confusion. The literature tends to refer to 
transformational as well as transforma-
tive learning. One way to see this is that 
learning is transformative and if this has 
a positive effect on leaders they can be-
come transformational in their role and on 
the lives of those with whom they work.

There is a growing body of knowledge 
in relation to transformative learning. The

concept has been around for some time 
but it has recently come to the fore due

to its resonance with current models of 
professional development and leadership.

All learning requires a change of state 
but not all change is transformative. Miller

and Seller (1990) helpfully point out 
the differences between transmissional,

transactional and transformational 
(transformative) education. These may be 
equated to knowledge transfer, sharing and 
creation. There is a place for passing on

(transmitting or instructing) informa-
tion although it is not a simple process. 
There is also a place for transaction-
al learning (training) which recognises 
that the learner is not a “blank canvas” 
and that experience and interaction with 
other learners is important. Although the 
differences between this and transform-
ative learning are often blurred, the lat-
ter is more profound and deeper. Precey 
and Jackson (2010) suggest that “Trans-
formation involves people changing in 
order to succeed within shifting envi-
ronments but in the process remaining 
true to their core beliefs and values.” 
This builds on the work of Precey (2008) 
who further suggests that transformative 
learning is never ending and describes 
it as a “deeply challenging, truly edu-
cational, intensely liberating process”. 

One of the most ambitious definitions 
of transformative learning, the precur-
sor to transformative leadership is that 
of O’Sullivan (2003, p. 328) Transform-
ative learning involves experiencing a 
deep, structural shift in the basic prem-
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ises of thought, feelings and actions. It 
is a shift of consciousness that dramat-
ically and irreversibly alters our way of 
being in the world. Such a shift involves 
our understanding of ourselves and our 
self-locations; our relationships with oth-
er humans and with the natural world; 
our understanding of relations of power 
in interlocking structures of class, race 
and gender; our body awareness; our vi-
sions of alternative approaches to living; 
and our sense of possibilities for social 
justice, peace and personal joy. Trans-
formative learning is a journey with no 
prospect of reaching a final destination. 
It is essential that our school leaders do 
embark upon it to shape their views of 
the world and of the schools that they run 
and the adults and children whom they 
lead if we wish for schools that enable 
people to develop more fully as human.

At least three interrelated theo-
ries within andragogy (adult) learn-
ing are important to this argument:

1. Boyatzis’ model of self-directed 
learning (1982, 1995, 2005) emphasises 
the social aspect and co-construction of 
knowledge. It is founded on the notion 
of emotional intelligence that involves 
self-awareness, self-management, social 
awareness and managing relationships 
within the learning  and thence leadership 
experience. It looks at what one would 
aspire to be, ‘the ideal self’ and the ‘real 
self’. From this one’s strengths are identi-
fied, where the ideal self and real self over-
lap, any ‘gaps’ where the real and ideal 
self differ are also identified. A plan may 

be developed subsequently to build on the 
strengths and reduce the gaps. This may 
in turn be then tested through experimen-
tation which may lead to a confirmation 
of new behaviour, thoughts and feelings. 

2. Mezirow’s (2000) theory of trans-
formative learning, which is based on 
psychoanalytical theory (Boyd and My-
ers, 1988) is also helpful. Mezirow’s ap-
proach is one based on a logical, rational, 
analytical deconstruction of experience.

He suggests that this can happen 
through a series of phases that begin with 
a disorientating dilemma and include 
self-examination, critical assessment of 
assumptions, recognition of shared trans-
formations with others, exploration of 
new roles and actions, development of a 
plan of action, acquisition of new skills 
and knowledge for putting the plan into 
action, trying it out, developing compe-
tencies and self-confidence in new roles 
of the reintegration into life on the basis 
of new perspectives. Mezirow (2000: 8) 
describes transformative learning as of-
ten involving “deep, powerful emotions 
or beliefs, and is evidenced in action.” 
Critics of Mezirow’s ideas claim that 
they are too rationally driven (Taylor, 
1998). Some see transformative learning 
as an “intuitive, creative and emotion-
al process” (Grabov 1997:90). Others 
believe that it is a symbiotic process of 
rationality and emotion Boyd and Myers 
(1988), for example, state that this pro-
cess hinges on the notion of discernment, 
which is composed of the three activities 
of receptivity, recognition and grieving. 
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First an individual must be open to re-
ceiving “alternate expressions of mean-
ing”, and then recognise the message as 
authentic. Grieving is the critical phase 
of discernment and hence transforma-
tive learning when an individual realises 
that the old ways of seeing and dealing 
with the world are no longer relevant and 
they moves on to adopt new ways and 
finally integrates the new with the old.

2. Critical social theory (Scott, 1997)
is important and this has three common 
themes – the centrality of experience, 
rational discourse and critical reflection. 
It is also illuminating in relation to un-
derstanding the importance of critical 
theory and adult learning. Scott asserts 
that critical refection on experiences is 
necessary for individuals to change their 
meaning schemes (specific beliefs, atti-
tudes and emotional reactions) and this 
can, in turn lead to perspective transfor-
mation.  The meaning schemes of indi-
viduals change routinely through learn-
ing as individuals most usually add to or 
assimilate ideas within existing schemes. 
Deeper perspective transformation lead-
ing to transformative learning occurs 
much less frequently and is usually the 
result of a “disorientating dilemma” 
which is triggered by a major (life) crisis 
or transition although it may result from 
the accumulation of transformations in 
meaning schemes over a period of time 
(Mezirow, 1995). Leaders usually need 
to step outside the complexities of their 
situation to understand these concepts.

Transformative learning theory is 
one which describes a process that 
leads the learner via critical reflection 
to re-evaluate past beliefs and experi-
ence and consciously make and imple-
ment plans that redefine their worlds.

Transformative Learning Experiences 
Explained

How then can we support the profes-
sional development of leaders through 
transformative learning experiences in 
practice? There are proven ways. Bur-
bules and Berk (1999) emphasise prac-
tising criticality as essential in educating 
leaders who might build learning com-
munities and take the risks necessary to 
foster democracy and social justice rather 
than “those teachers who play it safe by 
simply massaging the rhetoric” (Greenan 
and Dieckmann 2004: 242). They stress 
four components to such learning; the 
ability to think outside conventional 
frameworks and to analyse across disci-
plines; maintenance of the essential ten-
sion of controversy; an interactive col-
laborative construction of meaning; and 
fallibilism (as with Ellsworth’s (1989) 
inability to know fully). Darder supports 
the idea the transformative development 
is possible by suggesting that in fostering 
a cultural critical pedagogy “Students can 
learn to make problematic views of life; 
search for different ways to think about 
themselves; challenge their self-imposed 
as well as institutionally define limita-
tions; affirm their cultural and individual 
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strengths; and embrace possibilities for 
a better world” (1997:342). Transform-
ative learning acknowledges the expe-
rience of leaders in the workplace as an 
integral element in the learning process. 
It enables leaders to work comfortably 
with uncertainty, ambiguity and com-
plexity (Radford 2008) whilst allowing 
them to be engaged in creativity and in-
novation. Transformative learning also 
recognises that for current and future 
leaders the development and sustaining 
of relationships is imperative and there-
fore needs to be an integral part of the 
learning experience. Using the complex 
working environment in which leaders 
find themselves is critical for those who 
design leadership learning programmes.

In exploring what it means to be a 
twenty first century leader there is a need 
to consider the learning process alongside 
the content. The learning process needs to 
embrace concepts that ensure the process 
is co-constructed, uses meta- cognition 
practices, criticality, embrace powerful 
questions, probes and offers reflective 
feedback. Thus trust and criticality and are 
essential to underpin the learning process.

Trust needs to be established quickly 
through skilful facilitation enabling the 
co-construction of knowledge through 
groups, the development of a community 
of learners and peer support, and collab-
oration. Carl Rogers (1983) the humanist 
psychologist, considered that “facilitation 
of learning” with a focus on interperson-
all relationships between the learner and 
the facilitator based on trust, “empathic 

understanding” and genuineness on the 
part of the facilitator, is the key to ef-
fective learning. By establishing trust, 
skilful facilitators create an environment 
where criticality can take place, condi-
tions that allow participants to question 
and reflect more deeply and facilitators 
to enquire and probe responses at a lev-
el that enables much deeper learning.

Critical perspectives, although often 
resisted, are essential for effective trans-
forming leaders and their development 
(Scott 1997, Darder 1997). Moreover for 
the integrity of such professional devel-
opment they need to be based on values, 
beliefs, language and actions that are in-
clusive. Dialogue, questioning and criti-
cal analysis inevitably raises the issue of 
power and some (those wedded to transac-
tional approaches) might argue that there 
is no place for criticality in school leader-
ship. Their view might be that the role of 
schools in western society has been and 
is to enculturate and socialise youth. Cer-
tainly the notion of leaders critically ques-
tioning in some cultures would not be en-
couraged. In some countries those elected 
to power in government feel that they 
know best and school leaders need to do 
what they are paid to do unquestioningly.

Writers such as Shor and Freire (1987) 
and to an extent Cherryholmes (1988) who 
advocate more radical leadership with so-
cial justice at its core, go onto acknowl-
edge the limits of education on the polit-
ical transformation of society. They also 
recognise that in the classroom the trans-
formative focus may be more in relation 
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to developing a critical lens and practic-
ing application to hypothetical situations 
rather than actual life situations. This is 
particularly important today with the ease 
of electronic access to exponentially in-
creasing information.  However, school 
leaders have opportunities to put ideas 
into practice albeit with external political, 
social and economic constraints. Critical 
thinking is essential to becoming a leader 
alongside being a reflective practitioner, 
particularly one with a passion for social 
justice and equity however unpopular this 
stance may be with others. It is argued 
that leaders need to want and be able to 
question previously uncritically accepted 
assumptions, beliefs, values and perspec-
tives in order to make them more open, 
accessible and validated. Freire’s (1998) 
concept of “conscientization”, Mezirow’s 
(1978) theory of perspective transforma-
tion and Habermas’ (1996) “emancipa-
tory action” domain of learning resonate 
with Cranton’s (1997) view that “Per-
spectives transformation is the process 
of becoming critically aware of how and 
why our assumptions have come to con-
strain the way we perceive, understand, 
and feel about the world; changing these 
structures of habitual expectation to make 
possible a more inclusive, discriminating, 
and integrating perspective; and finally, 
making choices or otherwise acting upon 
these new understandings” (1997:22).

Our current understanding of trans-
formative learning is helpful when con-
sidering leadership approaches such as 
adaptive leadership and resourceful lead-

ership, which suggests that as there is 
no blue print for the situations we face. 
We need to ensure leaders have the skills 
and demonstrate appropriate behaviours 
to deal with whatever they face. Taking 
leaders through concepts and process-
es such as Grint’s (2008) ‘wicked issues 
and tame solutions’ are important as they 
frame their responses appropriately to 
those challenges.

A Transformational Leadership Develop-
ment Framework.

Precey and Jackson (2008) have de-
veloped a framework for transforma-
tive learning (see Figure 1) which draws 
particularly on the work of Greenan and 
Dieckmann (2004). It also builds on the 
extensive knowledge of andragogy and 
leadership theory some of which has 
been outlined.  It emphasises the need to 
live out and model the principles that it 
professes through its learning processes. 
Moreover, it provides a framework for the 
whole process of transformational learn-
ing from planning to preparation through 
facilitation to evaluation and back to plan-
ning. It is highly relevant to how we can 
effectively develop our leaders in schools 
and elsewhere. The framework is found-
ed on a belief that how we learn seriously 
affects how we behave.

Transformational leadership develop-
ment seems to us to rest on 4 core interre-
lated elements: 

• A unique structure that is de-
signed for each particular group of indi-
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viduals.
• Praxis 
• Awakenings
• Foundational Conditions –these 

include Trust and Criticality developed 
throughout the programme in order to 
foster Meta-cognition, Self-reflection, 
Curiosity,  and the growth of a Collabo-
rative Community of Practitioners

1) A unique structure that is de-
signed for each particular group of in-

dividuals’ needs. Such an emergent cur-
riculum has to be based on the needs of 
participants now and in the future. For 
transformative learning to take place 
such bespoke programmes (rather than 
standardised “one size fits all”) need to be 
founded on the principles and processes 
indicated in the Framework. 

Examples of learning strategies that 
help this with highly skilled facilitation 
are:

Figure 1. Conditions and Processes for Transformational Learning

Source: own research
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Table 1. Examples of learning strategies that help this with highly skilled facilitation

Source: own research

Elements of Transformative 
Learning  Examples of Learning Strategies

Authenticity

• Use of real situations e.g. 
• case studies 
• scenarios 
• participants keeping a reflective leadership 
learning journal (RLLJ) 
• focussed study visits (intra- and inter-school 
including international)
• internships

Peer support and collaboration

• Action learning sets 
• Appreciative enquiry
• Reciprocal focused study visits
• Learning walks

Structured reflection • Study groups
• RLLJ

Questioning, enquiry and research 
skills

• Action learning sets
• Appreciative enquiry
• Individual and group Leadership Challenges 
that enable the exploration and improvement of 
practice in participants’ work settings
• Photomontage

Listening skills

Through agreed, clear protocols in group work 
such as:
• Action learning sets
• Action Learning Sets
• Graphicing and Gallerying

Deconstruction and co-construction 
of knowledge

• Study groups
• Action Learning Sets
• Critical Incident Analysis
• Photomontage
• Gallerying

Understanding of values-based 
leadership and ethical-decision 

making

• Teaching about ethics
• Use of scenarios
• Action learning sets
• Critical Incident Analysis

Understanding of complexity in 
leadership

Teaching about complexity theory and its appli-
cation in:
• Scenarios
• Case studies
• Action learning sets
• Decision-making critical incidents



2) Praxis - This is “the intentional ca-
pacity to identify and implement alterna-
tives” (Miron and Lauria 1998). It is an 
iterative process exploring theory and 
work place practice through investigation 
and the application of reflection.  Praxis 
enables grounded theory to become a re-
ality, for all those involved enabling them 
to co-construct on-going learning experi-
ences leading to:

3) Awakenings - This is the transfor-
mation of learners through the concepts 
explored, and the personal and institu-
tional knowledge constructed leading to 
the reconstruction (or even confirmation) 
of identity (the way the leader sees her/
himself in the role). They are light bulb, 
sense-making moments when the world 
is seen more clearly, afresh and perhaps, 
differently through the concepts explored, 
and the personal and institutional knowl-
edge gained on the programme.  Within 
education, this means a clear focus on 
student learning processes and outcomes. 
Such awakenings include:

• novelty - with new ideas/experiences 
for example through group development

• networking beyond previous experi-
ence- within the group, on study visits

• increasing political, social, econom-
ic and psychological awareness – study 
visits outside of participants’ own context 
and culture especially international ones

• broader and deeper understanding 
of reality and possibilities – though the 
group, study visits and internships

• greater understanding of fallibility 
and humility (in some cases)  - for exam-

ple through action learning sets
The framework has been used to plan, 

facilitate and evaluate a number of leader-
ship development programmes across the 
world and much has been learnt from these 
experiences. The formative and summa-
tive data gathered for these programmes 
from interviews, questionnaires, pres-
entations by participants and surveys both 
during and after the events over a number 
of years provide convincing evidence of 
the power of the framework used on the 
programme both in terms of facilitation 
of leadership development programmes 
and impact on the quality of teaching and 
learning. This framework has also been 
tested and refined in Europe, China, Eng-
land, Rwanda and Pakistan on other pro-
grammes (Precey & Jackson, 2009). The 
results indicate that using the Framework 
to plan, prepare, facilitate and evaluate 
programmes that wish for transforma-
tional leadership learning is very helpful. 
A clear yet flexible structure ensures that 
the main ingredients for successful learn-
ing are in place and not overlooked. It is 
also vital for such leadership development 
programmes to model inclusive practices 
if they are to have integrity and thus cred-
ibility and stand most chance of being ef-
fective. This requires skilled facilitation 
that has an awareness of the elements of 
the framework combined with an ability 
to work with them and develop a climate 
of trust and criticality. Evidence suggests 
that programmes that use the framework, 
based on what we currently know about 
adult learning, do indeed lead to signifi-

Vol. 2, No 2/2015Contemporary Educational Leadership

27



cant shifts in leaders’ thinking and, more 
important, their professional behaviours.

So what?

In summary, the education of our 
young people is essential to their and all 
our futures. Leadership is a critical factor 
in terms of making this education suc-
cessful. It is imperative that resources are 
invested in developing these leaders in 
our schools. To not do so is foolhardy and 
irresponsible. Since the future is so com-
plex and dynamic we need to train leaders 
to operate effectively in this climate. To 
do otherwise would be costly and cruel. 
The framework for transformative learn-
ing for transformational leadership of-
fered in this article is a tried and tested 
way forward that is most likely to devel-
op leaders fit for this essential purpose.
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ing aspirations to headship, followed by 
an overview of the research study. The 
findings are discussed around a number 
of themes: career pattern, the role of the 
deputy headteacher, incentives to remain 
as a DHT. incentives and disincentives 
related to progression to headship. The 
data indicates that aspirations to head-
ship are complex and there is often the 
intersection of personal and profession-
al circumstances shaping career paths.

Keywords: headship, career aspirations,  
career paths, recruitment of headteachers

Introduction 

The recruitment of sufficient num-
bers of teachers to headteacher/principal1 

Abstract

A number of education systems are 
grappling with the issue of recruiting 
sufficient numbers of teachers with the 
required skills and experience into prin-
cipal or headteacher posts. This article 
examines the question why some suit-
ably qualified and experienced deputy 
headteachers choose not to move into 
headship. The article reports the find-
ings of an investigation into the career 
aspirations of experienced deputy head-
teachers as part of a wider study on the 
recruitment and retention of headteachers 
in Scotland. A sample of nineteen depu-
ty headteachers who had not progressed 
to headship was interviewed. The article 
begins with a review of studies regard-

  1 The terms ‘headteacher’, ‘deputy headteacher’ and ‘headship’ will be used when referring to the research conducted    
     in the UK; elsewhere the terms ‘principal’, ‘vice principal’ and ‘principalship’  are used.

Aspirations to headship?: The views of  Experienced 
Deputy Headteachers in Scotland



posts is a challenge for different education 
systems, for example: Australia (Lacey, 
2003), USA (DiPaola et al., 2009), Isra-
el (Oplatka and Tamir, 2009), Ontario, 
Canada (Williams 2003), New Zealand 
(Brooking et al., 2003) and Hong Kong 
(Kwan, 2009, 2011). Cranston (2007) ar-
gues that this issue of recruitment is not 
simply a question of the quantity of can-
didates but is also a question of the quality 
of possible candidates particularly where 
there is evidence of that suitably qualified 
and experienced teachers are choosing not 
to apply for principal posts. This article 
examines the question of aspirations to 
headship. It draws from a wider study in 
Scottish education which explored issues 
related to the recruitment and retention of 
headteachers (Macbeath et al., 2009). The 
strand reported here provides a useful 
case study of this question of why there 
seems to be a reluctance on the part of 
suitably qualified and experienced teach-
ers to seek headteacher positions investi-
gating the reasons why a group of DHTs 
have not progressed to headship. This is 
an continuing issue in Scottish education. 
In a recent survey of the local authori-
ties in Scotland (ADES 2013) (the local 
councils have responsibility for local ed-
ucational provision), a number reported 
difficulty in recruiting headteachers in 
challenging schools or smaller schools.

The article begins by reviewing studies 
from the international literature related to 
the challenges of the recruitment of head-
teachers. The article then turns to the spe-
cific issue of the reluctance on the part of 

experienced deputy headteachers (DHTs) 
who were deemed ‘ready for headship’ to 
progress to that role. A sample of nine-
teen suitably qualified and experienced 
DHTs in primary, secondary and special 
schools in Scotland who had not moved 
into headship. The findings indicate that a 
complex intersection of personal circum-
stances and professional experiences and 
aspirations have shaped the career paths 
of these DHTs and that there is a mixture 
of incentives to remain in a DHT role and 
disincentives to progress to headship.

Recruitment to headship

Of the growing number of studies 
internationally related to the challeng-
es of recruiting headteachers, a focus of 
some studies is the identification of sig-
nificant factors influencing aspirations to 
headship across the teaching profession 
while a smaller number deal specifically 
with deputy headteachers/vice principals 
(DHTs/VPs) who have chosen not to pro-
gress to headship. Some of the factors 
identified are context specific but there 
are also a number of common issues re-
flecting that the difficulties of recruitment 
are not related to a specific educational 
system. Instead this trend of what Gronn 
and Rawlings-Sanaei (2003) describe as 
“a form of leadership disengagement” 
(p172) has arisen because of changing role 
of headteacher evident in many systems. 
Gronn and Rawlings-Sanaei propose 
three different dimensions to leadership 
disengagement: first, the increasing de-
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mands of policy context; second, personal 
factors including occupational orientation 
and identity - though this can change over 
time and third, situation and localized in-
fluences which shape aspirations. Recur-
ring themes in the literature reflect these 
dimensions and include the pressures of 
the role of headship and the image of 
headship; preparation and application for 
a post; and career patterns shaping aspi-
ration and threaded through these themes 
is the influence of gender on aspirations.

Pressures of the role

Watson (2007) argues that there is sub-
stantial evidence of the significant chang-
es to the role of principals over the last 20 
years with the range of responsibilities ex-
panding and the intensity of accountabil-
ity, especially around pupil performance 
increasing. Thompson et al. (2003) found 
that headship as a highly pressured and 
demanding role was a dominant image 
in media and this reflects experiences re-
ported in a wide range of studies (Gronn 
and Rawling-Sanaei, 2003; Earley et al., 
2002; DiPaola and Tshannen-Moran, 
2003). Neidhart and Carlin (2003) argue 
that the image of headship and changes in 
the role because of external pressures have 
acted as a disincentive for both some men 
and some women who wanted to exercise 
a different form of leadership. Hewitt et 
al. (2009) in survey of teachers in Arkan-
sas who had been identified as potential 
leaders, noted that the dominant reasons 
for not considering a move into principal-

ship related to the pressures of the role. 
Consistently three factors were cited: the 
testing/accountability demands were too 
great, the role was too stressful and de-
manded too much time. As Hewitt et al. 
conclude: “it would appear that the job is 
just too stressful is the single largest fac-
tor in deterring those teachers” (p.12-13). 
Given these demands, Cranston (2006) 
reported that with the perceived demands 
there was a concern about maintaining 
work-life balance. Family circumstanc-
es was a factor in determining whether a 
teacher aspired to take on the demands of 
the role particularly in relation to women 
teachers. Lacey (2003) found that there 
was a relationship between career pro-
gress and family decisions, for example 
with some women delaying application 
for promotion until they had finished 
their child care responsibilities while oth-
er women sought to establish themselves 
in their career before having children. 

 
While some studies reported that the 

pressures of the role were a disincentive 
for some teachers, other teachers ex-
pressed an ambition or at least an interest 
in school leadership. Pounder and Merrill 
(2001) noted this mixture of desirable 
aspects and disincentives. The time de-
mands of the job was a significant con-
cern and then to a lesser degree the range 
of challenging situations faced by princi-
pals but found teachers were still attract-
ed to the role because firstly, of a desire 
to influence and improve education and 
secondly, the increased benefits includ-
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ing salary. In a large-scale study in Ohio, 
Howley et al. (2005) also reported that 
some teachers showed interest in princi-
palship particularly teachers with less ex-
perience, who valued career advancement 
and who have undertaken programmes to 
achieve their qualifications for a manage-
ment role. Hancock and Muller (2010) 
compared USA and Germany where there 
are different entry routes to principalship. 
The study highlights some contextual dif-
ferences but there were similar motivators 
and inhibitors with regard to aspirations 
to principalship reported by teachers in 
each system. Echoing Earley et al. (2002), 
among the inhibitors were paperwork and 
bureaucracy as well as increased com-
mitments. However, Hancock and Mul-
ler also noted that for some German and 
American teachers a positive factor was 
the professional dimensions of leadership. 
The key motivators were the opportunity 
to impact positively on students and staff, 
to enhance learning and to achieve change 
to support learning. A sense of challenge 
personally and professional was also 
found to be important.  De Angelis and 
Kawakyu-O’Connor (2012) also indicat-
ed that the non-financial rewards were 
more influential in shaping aspirations. 

Perception of the role

There seems to be important differ-
ences in perceptions of the role of head-
teacher between serving headteachers 
and those not in that role. Lacey (2003, p. 
28) reported that the perception of prin-

cipalship by those not principals was an 
issue: “only those who had acted as prin-
cipals could describe the role in anything 
other than negative terms”. Looking spe-
cifically at women teachers, Smith (2011) 
also found a sharp contrast between the 
perception and enthusiasm of serving 
women headteachers for their role and 
the negative views of non-promoted 
women teachers. Among the headteach-
ers there was a greater tendency to view 
headship as an opportunity to enact an 
ethic of care and work on pupil-centred 
values fully. In contrast, the teachers saw 
their role underpinned by values relating 
to pupil learning and well-being and the 
headteacher role as distant from this, be-
ing in their view, largely about control 
and restrictions and was an isolated role. 
Again, while the teachers saw the ‘tough-
ness’ needed for headship as undesirable 
leading to a loss of popularity, the head-
teachers characterised this as ‘standing up 
for the school’; further whereas teachers 
look for others to affirm their suitability 
for such roles, serving principals focused 
less on themselves and more on the role.

Preparation and application for headship

Preparation for headship has become a 
significant issue in efforts to address the 
recruitment of principals. Informal ap-
proaches remain influential. Young and 
McLeod (2001) found that the administra-
tive role models women were exposed to 
were important in aspirations to an admin-
istrative career route, along with exposure 
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to transformational leadership styles and 
the perceived support they receive when 
entering administration. De Angelis and 
Kawakyu-O’Connor (2012) highlighted 
the positive influence that encouragement 
by professional colleagues had on appli-
cations for and acceptance of job offers. 

Many systems have formal prepara-
tion programmes – some compulsory, 
some advisory and some self-direct-
ed (Bush, 2008: Forde 2011). Here op-
portunities to progress to headship can 
be determined by the nature and access 
to preparatory programmes. Williams 
(2003) raises the question about whether 
such programmes act as a barrier how-
ever, where such programmes are part 
of a wider succession planning strategy, 
progress to headship was more evident 
than in programmes into which indi-
viduals had self selected (Lacey, 2003). 
Dorman & D’Arbon (2003) highlight the 
negative impact that the lack of succes-
sion strategies can have on recruitment.

The time lapse between completion 
of a preparatory programme and op-
portunities to progress to headship var-
ied and the immediacy of opportunities 
seems to be important. Di Paola and 
Tschannem-Moran (2003) in the USA, 
report that the longer the period of time 
after completing the licensure for prin-
cipalship, the less likely a participant 
will move to principalship. However, De 
Angelis & Kawakyu-O’Connor (2012) 
examined the move from certification to 
principalship noting that in Illinois, USA 

there were more teachers certified for 
principalship that positions available and 
so there would be a proportion of poten-
tial candidates who did not progress to 
a principal position. The majority of re-
spondents (69.3%) did apply within two 
years but only a third secured a position 
and over a six year period applications 
had increased to 74.9%. Only three quar-
ters of this group were offered a position.  
Here issues were raised about the applica-
tion process which chimes with Lacey’s 
(2003) study where respondents reported 
that applying for posts was “time con-
suming, demanding and traumatic” (p. 
31) and carried a great deal of emotional 
issues for both women and men especial-
ly the fear of rejection and the unknown 
all of which added to a lack of confidence 
about progressing to headship. Pounder 
and Merrill (2001) also noted that pos-
sible candidates’ expectations of being 
considered a viable applicant influenced 
whether they decided to go forward.

Contextual issues

Though difficulties in recruiting head-
teachers are reported across many educa-
tional systems, within each system there 
may be differences in attracting candi-
dates to particular schools or particular 
types of schools. Roza et al. (2003) argue 
that there is not shortage across all sec-
tors in a system but “where there have 
been reductions in the number of certified 
candidates these conditions are distinct 
and even school-specific and more pro-

Vol. 2, No 2/2015Contemporary Educational Leadership

35



nounced at secondary that the elementary 
level” (p. 7). Barty et al. (2005) found that 
difficulties of recruitment could be relat-
ed to contextual issues such as location, 
size and local politics determining the 
attractiveness of a particular school to a 
potential candidate. Low levels of student 
achievement make schools ‘less attractive’ 
(Hewitt et al., 2009; Winter and Morgen-
thal, 2003). Schratz and Petzold (2007) in 
Austria also report difficulties in recruit-
ment in rural and remote schools and this 
is the case also in Scotland (Macbeath et 
al., 2009; Draper and McMichael, 2003). 
Neidhart and Carlin (2003) reported there 
were disincentives for women applying 
for headship in the Roman Catholic sec-
tor in Australia. Some of the disincentives 
were similar to other contexts: concerns 
about the personal and family impact of 
the role and the difficulties posed by the 
selection and appointment process. How-
ever, there was a strong sense on the part 
of women surveyed that they were disad-
vantaged because of the influence of the 
parish priest on the appointments panel, 
who, it was believed, was more likely 
to favour a male appointee. In another 
study Australia by D’Arbon et al. (2002) 
argue that after family commitments and 
an “unsupportive external environment” 
(p. 480), the third inhibitor in this sec-
tor was the specific expectations on the 
role of the principal in a Catholic school.

‘Career depute’

A smaller number of studies have ex-
amined why those in vice/assistant prin-
cipal (VP/AP2) roles chose not to pro-
gress to a principal post. Lacey (2003) 
makes the point that the role of AP “was 
believed to be a transitional one, prepar-
ing aspiring leaders for principalship” (p. 
25) and underpinning studies on especial-
ly experienced VPs’ aspirations is a con-
struction of leadership careers as always 
having a leadership trajectory to head-
ship. There has always been a proportion 
of promoted staff in senior positions (VPs 
or DHTs) who did not seek headship but 
now there is a debate about whether this 
number is increasing (Oplatka and Tamir, 
2009). An early American study by Aus-
tin and Brown (1970, cited Oplatka and 
Tamir, 2009) found 80% of vice princi-
pals indicated they wanted to progress to 
a principalship but more recently, Garret 
(1999) in England found that this percep-
tion of the deputy headteacher role being 
transitory was rejected by over 44% of 
respondents in their study.  This debate 
about the proportion of VPs wishing to 
progress is difficult to determine defini-
tively given the importance of contextual 
issues (Pounder et al. 2003) but a sense 
of reluctance on the part of a propor-
tion of experienced DHTs/VPs has been 
reported across a number of systems.

Cranston’s (2007) term ‘career de-
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pute’ highlights that for some a DHT 
post is not a stepping off point to head-
ship but an end in itself and this is sig-
nificant in Oplatka and Tamir’s (2009) 
study of female DHTs who had chosen 
not to progress to principalship: for this 
group deputy headship is not a transi-
tional but a terminal post. This sense of 
the intensification of the role of headship 
has been found to have an impact on how 
VPs see their role. Thus VPs report that 
their roles are already highly demanding 
and to add anything further would make 
this too much (Walker and Kwan, 2009; 
Hausman et al., 2002; Cranston et al., 
2004).  Nevertheless, the quality of the 
experience as a VP or DHT is crucial in 
building aspirations to headship. Kwan 
(2009) pointed to the importance of pos-
itive experiences in the VP role in build-
ing aspirations, that if “vice-principals 
find their job energizing and rewarding 
and believe that the stress and challenges 
of the job are well worth it, they will be 
more willing to assume principalship” (p. 
212). Overall, the findings suggest “that 
VPs sense of efficacy was the most influ-
ential factor in determining their desire 
for principalship” (Kwan, 2009, p. 214), 
findings evident in other studies (Sutter, 
1996; Lacey and Gronn, 2005). Positive 
experiences were equally important in 
building aspirations among senior staff in 
Scottish schools who have taken on act-
ing headteacher roles to cover long term 
absence (Draper and McMichael, 2003).

While studies highlight some of the 
negative reasons for deputy headteach-

ers not progressing to headship, there 
are also some positive factors in the role 
of the deputy headteacher valued by the 
incumbents. Oplatka and Tamir (2009) 
found that main motives for wanting to 
remain in the role of DHT were positive: 
high job satisfaction, a sense of autono-
my and self-efficacy in their current role 
where they had a great deal of expertise 
and a sense of having an impact. For these 
VPs “Headship is perceived to focus on 
administration rather than instruction and 
pastoral education, aspects that accord-
ing to their outlook, are integral to their 
role” (p. 226). In Lacey’s (2003) study of 
women teachers, their reasons for not go-
ing forward to a principal post centred on 
the satisfaction in their current role given 
that their interpersonal relationship with 
pupils and teachers were among their 
top satisfiers. Thus, these studies found 
that there were positive aspects of their 
current role and these are significant in 
DHTs/VPs deciding to remain in that role. 

Scottish study

A study of the recruitment and retention 
of headteachers in Scotland (Macbeath et 
al., 2009) included the question of aspira-
tions to headship. The study had a number 
of different components including a spe-
cific investigation into the reasons why 
some experienced deputy headteachers 
did not seek headteacher posts. This arti-
cle draws on the findings from this strand 
of the study. A sample of twenty deputy 
DHT from a range of local authorities 

Vol. 2, No 2/2015Contemporary Educational Leadership

37



was interviewed. (The recording failed 
for one interview and so this analysis is 
based on 19 cases.) These were experi-
enced DHTs who had been identified by 
the Local Authority Officer as having the 
prerequisite experience and skill to move 
into headship but who, to that point, had 
not applied for headteacher posts. The 
selection attempted to be as represent-
ative as possible by region, school type 
and gender. However, though there is a 
gender balance in the secondary sample, 
there are no male DHTs included in the 
primary sector reflecting the much small-
er number of male teachers in that sector.

All but five of these were telephone in-
terviews lasting between approximately 
25 minutes to 45 minutes. The interviews 

were audio recorded, transcribed and ana-
lysed thematically. The key areas includ-
ed the participants’ career routes to deputy 
headship, their current role as a DHT, their 
perceptions of headship and their reasons 
for not choosing to progress to headship.

Perspectives of the Deputy Headteachers

Career Pattern

Career patterns reflected the chang-
es in management structures follow-
ing a major review of the teaching 
profession in 2000. The extensive man-
agement structures of all sectors were 
reduced. Details are set out in Table 2.

For the primary deputy headteachers 
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Primary: 14 Secondary: 4 Special: 1
Female: 14 Male: 0 Male: 0 Male: 0 Female: 1 Male: 0

Table 1. Sample - gende

Source: own research

Table 2. Management Structure: Pre and Post 2001

Pre-2001 Post-2001
Primary (including 

Primary Special)

Secondary (including 

Secondary Special)

Primary (including 

Primary Special)

Secondary (including 

Secondary Special)

Headteacher Headteacher Headteacher Headteacher

Deputy Headteacher Deputy Headteacher Deputy Headteacher Deputy Headteacher

Assistant Headteacher Assistant Headteacher Principal Teacher Principal Teacher

Senior Teacher Principal Teacher

Teacher Teacher
Teacher

Assistant Principal Teacher

Senior Teacher

Teacher

Source: own research



the first move was into a senior teacher 
role. Encouragement at this early point 
was important particularly for those pri-
mary interviewees who had moved up 
through the ranks of their school. The 
other notable feature in career patterns 
particularly of the primary sector in-
terviewees is the length of time in one 
school. The career progression of the 
secondary sample was through a more 
tiered management hierarchy from sen-
ior teacher to a principal teacher role 
and two of the sample were previously 
assistant headteachers.  Two of the sec-
ondary DHTs and 4 of the primary DHTs 
had had periods of being an Acting Head-
teacher covering a vacant post or illness. 

Importantly across the sample of 
DHTs, as with the serving headteachers, 
there was not a typical career pathway. 
While some respondents moved progres-
sively from a teaching post through to 
management, another notable feature of 
this sample is the variation evident in ca-
reer paths. Given the number of women 
in the sample it is not unsurprising that 
many had career breaks for up to periods 
of ten years early in their career as well as 
periods of part time and supply work both 
at the beginning of their careers and fol-
lowing their return from a career break. 
However, during these ‘career breaks’ 
to raise children, five worked on a part 
time basis in other sectors of education, 
for example, adult literacy, further educa-
tion and urban aid multi agency projects. 
In addition, eight other participants (both 
primary and secondary) had out of school 

roles as a Local Authority staff tutor or 
development officer leading initiatives 
including curriculum development and 
probationer support across schools. Four 
interviewees indicated that they would 
not consider applying for a headteacher 
post presently for personal reasons but 
did not rule this out as a possibility in the 
future. Three of the sample who were in 
their late fifties indicated that they felt it 
was too late in their careers to consider 
a move into headship. In addition, six of 
the sample had completed or were follow-
ing the headship preparation programme, 
the Scottish Qualification for Headship, 
and though one interviewee was con-
cerned with the workload attached to 
it, others had found this a very useful 
professional development opportunity 
strengthening them in the role of DHT.

The role of the DHT

There were significant areas of satis-
faction for the DHTs in their current role; 
nevertheless these were demanding roles. 
There were differences between the re-
mits of primary and secondary DHTs but 
across both sectors consistent themes are 
the extensive nature of the remits of the 
DHTs and the close connection with pu-
pils and teachers.  In the secondary sector 
remits included curricular responsibilities 
related to the Curriculum for Excellence 
(SE, 2004) (the curriculum in Scotland for 
ages 3 to 18), year group responsibilities 
such as co-ordination, pastoral care, link-
ing to specific subject areas or aspects of 
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pastoral care, external links, timetabling, 
national examinations. In the primary 
sector some DHTs had a class commit-
ment ranging from 0.8 teaching commit-
ment to shorter periods, routinely work-
ing collaboratively in classrooms with 
teachers, taking groups for support for 
learning and providing cover for teachers 
so they could have their 2.5 hours weekly 
preparation time. This latter was particu-
larly demanding for many primary DHTs 
taking up to a half of their week.  In larg-
er primary schools where there was more 
than one DHT, there would be a depart-
mental responsibility split between early 
years including nursery and upper prima-
ry or in the largest primaries this might be 
split even further. Monitoring and leading 
initiatives were other major roles noted 
by many interviewees and this included 
class observations, working in classrooms 
with groups, reviewing teachers’ plans, 
pupil work and assessment outcomes and 
leading curriculum development activi-
ties. A number of DHTs in primary and 
secondary were responsible for addition-
al support needs provision (ASN) and 
that included liaison with external agen-
cies, coordinating support in school and 
in the primary sector providing additional 
support for specific groups of pupils, for 
example, number recovery with groups 
of older primary pupils. The DHTS 
across all sectors also reported that they 
had considerable administrative duties.

Most interviewees reported that they 
worked long days, usually starting before 
8am, leaving school between 5pm and 

6pm, taking work home in the evenings, 
often returning to run extra curricular 
events, local events or parents meetings 
in the evening and many reported spend-
ing at least part of the weekend on work 
and part of the summer vacation. These 
are roles which are busy, challenging and 
enjoyable with varied responsibilities: 
“I’m pushing forward things like Eu-
ropean links in the school, I’m pushing 
forward a curriculum for excellence, I’m 
also pushing forward GLOW [education-
al intranet in Scotland] and IT and so I 
could fill my days up many times over 
with what I should actually be doing” (Int 
4) and “I’m mentor for a probationer… 
I do monitoring… I’m taking pupils out 
to talk with them …class observations … 
management meetings … I do tracking of 
national assessment … I also do support 
for learning so I meet with teachers once 
a month…” (Int 9). These roles are de-
manding in terms of energy, commitment 
and the ability to deal with complex situ-
ations. Particularly in the primary sector 
there are the demands of covering class-
es as well as fulfilling their management 
remit “If I am in class for the best part 
of the day then obviously I then have to 
come and pick up my remit which is from 
3pm onwards… I rarely get home be-
fore half past 5 at night and again I need 
to take in documentation…I do a lot of 
reading of documents in the evening” (Int 
10). Notwithstanding these extensive re-
mits and the typical long hours, the DHTs 
expressed a strong sense of satisfaction 
with their current role and context.
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Remaining as a DHT

Most interviewees reported that they 
worked long days, usually starting before 
8am, leaving school between 5pm and 
6pm, taking work home in the evenings,

When asked about their career aspira-
tions with regard to headship, the DHTs 
gave a mix of reasons, some related to 
negative reasons for not progressing 
while others related to the positive di-
mensions of their current DHT role. The 
reasons for remaining a DHT relate to the 
satisfaction in their current role “I’m al-
ways able to find a challenge … I’m never 
at the stage where I think this is not en-
joyable” (Int 4) and “I’ve just never felt 
the need to make the final step … I like 
being with the children. I like the school 
environment” (Int 5). Many participants 
saw being a DHT gave them sufficient va-
riety and scope “It’s a real sort of mix and 
match job, there are elements of the job I 
really enjoy and it’s nice to get into class-
rooms and work with children …there are 
admin jobs to be taken care of” (Int 12). 
Indeed they see they have the opportuni-
ty to take forward initiatives that is not 
necessarily available to headteachers 
particularly with regard to teaching and 
learning: “…my job is great. I’ve got the 
power that I want…I’ve got the freedom, 
the flexibility” (Int 9). It is evident from 
the data that the interviewees derived sub-
stantial rewards from this element of their 
work and to which they displayed a high 
degree of commitment: “the role I have 
enables me still to have real contact with 

real children and parents and profession-
als who are trying to all work toward the 
end of making things better for children 
and making their experience during their 
school years as good as it can be” (Int 
14). These DHTs were able to combine 
“the best of both worlds in the position 
I’m in. I still have a lot of contact with 
children…which I don’t always feel that 
heads do” (Int 10). 

Many of the interviewees were long 
established in the school and there is 
a ‘settled’ feel to their role. A number 
spoke of the convenience of the location 
of the school but this is accompanied by 
a strong sense of commitment to their 
school and that they had invested con-
siderable time and effort in contributing 
to its development. One participant re-
ported that she had been asked why she 
was not applying for headship and in her 
response her sense of satisfaction and 
achievement in this setting as a DHT is 
clear: “The school was moving forward 
and I was given autonomy and I was 
working with a very good team of peo-
ple and I just consider the school is one 
of the best schools in the area and why 
would I leave” (Int 13). Another partic-
ipant reflected similarly but here we see 
the mix of satisfaction with the current 
context and a concern about moving to 
another school: “I would like to think I 
had a hand in shaping how the school has 
gone forward in the last few years and it’s 
a good school. I have the respect from the 
children” (Int 19). This DHT related that 
with new initiatives she would take an ac-
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tive role and so had been able to build up 
credibility: “I have a bit of credence in 
the school whereas if you go somewhere 
else also there’s so much time is spent on 
establishing what I’ve already got here” 
(Int 19). These DHTs were well known 
in the community and had considerable 
credibility with staff “I’ve got a head-
teacher who listens to me. I’ve got a staff 
who listen to me and to whom I listen, so 
between us we manage it quite well and 
at the moment everything is OK” (Int 9). 

The strength of relationships in their 
current context was an important factor 
in these DHTs remaining. Some partic-
ipants had worked with the same senior 
management colleagues including the 
headteacher for many years (one as long 
as 19 years in the same SMT of three) 
and so the relationship with their current 
headteacher was important, the sense of 
being part of a team with complemen-
tary roles and skills. Indeed a change of 
headteacher was one of the circumstanc-
es where participants indicated that they 
might consider seeking a headship in 
another school. For some of the prima-
ry respondents there was a strong sense 
that they were in a good school and a risk 
of moving elsewhere “There’s a lot to 
be said for staying where you are when 
things are working extremely well” (Int 
7). A particular issue highlighted by four 
DHTs in large primary schools was that 
if they were to become a headteacher it 
would be in a much smaller school: they 
felt better suited to the larger context and 
indeed a smaller school would be in some 

ways a step down: “At one point, yes I 
would have probably thought seriously 
about going for headship but… when I 
looked at schools that came up I always 
thought I’m going to a smaller school and 
I’m going to a lesser school. Do I really 
want this?” (Int 15). This partly relates to 
an issue particular to Scottish education. 
As a result of the job sizing process which 
had been conducted as an outcome of the 
Teachers’ Agreement (Scottish Executive, 
2001) where salary was determined by 
the size of the school resulting in DHTs 
in larger primary schools earning more 
that headteachers in medium and smaller 
sized primary schools.

Dissatisfactions in the role of DHT 

Importantly, while the DHTs were able 
to highlight many areas of satisfaction 
they also identified challenges in their 
current role. For many primary DHTs the 
demands made on them to cover classes 
to ensure classroom teachers’ preparation 
time. They also pointed to the demands 
posed by constant change including the 
Curriculum for Excellence, the inclusion 
agenda, and the need to address several 
different areas at the same time. A sig-
nificant issue among serving headteach-
ers was the pressure exerted by external 
demands. However, being ‘one removed’ 
the DHTs were less concerned directly 
with demands from Local Authority and 
government policies than headteachers 
with only one respondent speaking neg-
atively about a ‘blame culture’ in the Lo-
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cal Authority. While some DHTs reported 
that there had been considerable pressure 
and stress related to inspections, a num-
ber indicated that this had not been an 
issue, reflecting their efforts in develop-
ment and the standing of the school (and 
so had strengthened the incentive to re-
main as a DHT in that school).

Reasons for not progressing to headship 

The interviewees were clear about the 
importance of the headteacher role “the 
glue that sticks all the other bits togeth-
er” (Int 15) and indeed saw it as a “really 
privileged role” that was “very, very dif-
ficult” (Int 2). The participants were able 
to detail the kind of profile a headteach-
er would need with strong ‘people skills’ 
and the importance of having a vision and 
taking people with them the major attrib-
utes. Nevertheless there were a number 
of factors that inhibited their aspirations 
to headship. Their perceptions of the de-
mands of the role were crucial: the sense 
of overall responsibility of the role was 
a strong theme which many respondents 
found daunting: “can be very draining 
and very demanding and that aspect of it 
I would not relish”  (Int 1) and “You never 
know when you come in the door what’s 
going to be coming your way and you 
have to be ready for everything firefight-
ing, troubleshooting and then the HMI 
[Her Majesty’s Inspectorate for Educa-
tion] box lands on your lap”. (The pack 
sent to schools before an inspection). The 
role of their headteachers was frequent-

ly seen as administratively heavy with 
responsibilities for the budget, for the 
school building and facilities especially 
in public private partnership schools, pa-
perwork such as report writing for Local 
Authority and other forms of accounta-
bility: “the huge amounts of paperwork, 
huge amounts of returns that have to go 
in every month … having to justify what 
she’s spending her budget on”. It was not 
only the nature of the demands, but these 
also were seen to distance headteachers 
from particularly pupils and their learn-
ing and so these demands acted as a fur-
ther disincentive.

Like others outside the role of head-
teacher, the perceptions of these DHTs 
were often negative: “you don’t hear very 
positive things from a head” (Int 18) and 
“people will say it’s a thankless task and I 
think it is” (Int 18). These perceptions are 
critical in shaping aspirations: one DHT 
talked of the difference between their 
former headteacher now that she was in 
another role in the Local Authority: more 
confident, less stressed. There were also 
personal reasons why the DHTs were re-
luctant to progress particularly questions 
relating to work/life balance, not only 
the unrelenting demands but that they 
would put themselves under pressure to 
try to achieve these demands: “I actually 
would take too much home with me and 
too much on board and there’s nobody 
else to pass it on to” (Int 11) and “My 
downfall is that I want to do things really 
to an exceptionally high level and I put 
too much commitment to it and that would 
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be the danger I think if I became a head-
teacher” (Int 15). It is this concern that 
the job would become all consuming for 
them that was significant: “I’ve got high 
expectations. I think I carry that around 
with me a fair bit of the time, whereas I 
can walk away from here and think I’m 
not the ultimate responsibility” (Int 15).

The approach to their career progres-
sion was a factor: a small number indi-
cating that they had no career plan but 
had moved into management because the 
opportunity had arisen in their school or 
nearby and they had been encouraged to 
go forward: “each one that I moved for 
has really just because the opportunity 
had arisen and I’ve liked the look of the 
people, the school, the ideas, the values…
there’s been something that’s hooked me, 
it’s captured my interest and I thought 
yes, I could do that” (Int 2). Three par-
ticipants (1 secondary and 2 primary) 
indicated that they felt it was too late in 
their career to go into headship but one 
secondary participant reflected that if 
there had been encouragement earlier 
she might have considered this: “I never 
actually saw myself…I think maybe if my 
own headteacher had said to me ‘right 
now that you have done this [Scottish 
Qualification for Headship, the headship 
preparation programme] you must be ap-
plying for jobs”.

Acting up’: experiences of a temporary 
headship 

Six of the sample had had periods as 

an Acting Headteacher covering either a 
vacant post, long-term illness or second-
ment. The period varied between a term 
to one exceptional case of four years. This 
was for some: “a shock to the system” 
(Int 7) and a concern that novice DHTs 
being asked to take on this role. Out of 
the six, four reported they felt there was 
a lack of support for them in that role 
particularly when dealing with crisis sit-
uations, behaviour or additional support 
needs. However, others reported that they 
had received support from both the Lo-
cal Authority and fellow headteachers. 
For one who had had a long period as 
Acting Headteacher, she had derived a 
sense of satisfaction of having taken on 
the role of headship for this period but no 
aspiration to seek a permanent position: 
“I actually I can be a headteacher, I’ve 
done it for four years and my question to 
myself was ‘Is this what you want to con-
tinue to do for the rest of your career?’ 
and I thought, no it’s not but I’m satisfied 
and so glad I’ve done it”. She reflected 
further on some of the disincentives in 
the role of headteacher which reflects the 
concerns of a number of the respondents: 
“the job of the headteacher has evolved 
in change so much over the years that 
some days it was actually at times quite 
lonely because I could have, because of 
the volume of work in front of me, I could 
be in the office all day”  (Int 12).
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Conclusions

Overall, the study highlights a com-
plex interplay between personal circum-
stances, professional aspirations, oppor-
tunities which may evolve over time. 
From one perspective this study reveals 
a very positive picture of the role of the 
DHT as part of an established and suc-
cessful management team from which the 
respondents derive satisfaction and from 
which the school has benefitted consider-
ably. The demands and width of the role 
are noteworthy but for these DHTs, this 
is balanced with a strong sense of com-
mitment and a sense of achievement par-
ticularly in being able to have an impact 
on pupils, staff and parents. However, a 
number of issues have been identified 
in this study that need to be addressed if 
more suitably qualified and experienced 
DHTs are to progress to headship includ-
ing questions related to the perception 
of the role, the potential of action head-
teacher posts and preparation and support 
in the early years of headship.

The difference in perceptions of the 
role between headteachers and the DHTs 
is an issue and Lacey (2003) offers a par-
tial explanation of this difference: “A 
finding not found in other research was 
the view held by principals that the sourc-
es of job dissatisfaction were extrinsic 
visible and well known to staff, whilst the 
sources of job satisfaction were intrinsic, 
invisible and unknown to most teachers” 
(p. 25). However, across this sample of 
DHTs many were able to point to incen-

tives to become headteachers. Though 
there were issues regarding salary, it was 
the professional dimensions that were 
more frequently cited as an incentive to 
move to a headteacher post particularly 
the opportunity to talk forward their own 
vision for a school. However, for these 
DHTs it was the administrative demands 
of headship around dealing with budgets, 
paperwork and the high level of account-
ability that concerned them. Strategies to 
enable experienced DHTs to get ‘inside 
headship’ through opportunities such as 
workshadowing (Simkins et al., 2009) 
and acting headteacher posts (Draper 
and McMichael, 2003) are necessary. 
However, such opportunities need to be 
structured with support readily available 
especially in dealing with some of the di-
lemmas headteachers have routinely to 
face. 

While some interviewees had not 
ruled out applying for headship in the fu-
ture, nevertheless it was a daunting task. 
Further, the concern that they would put 
themselves under considerable pressure 
points to the need to adopt a more struc-
tured approach not only in the preparation 
but in the early years of  headship. The 
importance of induction is suggested here 
but this needs to move beyond induction 
into the administrative and legal demands 
of the role of the headteacher as is provid-
ed by many local authorities. The person-
al dimensions of leadership particularly 
the building of confidence, resilience and 
the ability to manage pressure all seem 
important aspects, which could be devel-
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oped through more structured induction 
programmes and supported through men-
toring and coaching. These can form part 
of a more systematic succession planning 
approach where structured pathways to 
headship are part of an overall leadership 
development strategy. However, in this 
we should be cautious of constructing a 
leadership pathway as simply progres-
sion up a management ladder.

Marshall et al. (1992) in an early study 
explored the position of the assistant 
principal and argued that we should not 
see this as a role where either the incum-
bent choices either to progress to princi-
palship or remain as an assistant princi-
pal. Instead they highlight the different 
combination of individual aspiration and 
circumstances, which may or may not 
facilitate the move into a principal posi-
tion. The incentives to remain as a DHT 
related to the satisfaction derived from 
their current role and the sense of im-
pact they were having, personal circum-
stances too had shaped career choices: 
family commitments, the location of the 
school and the demands of their current 
role were important incentives to stay as 
a DHT.  Given the proportion of women 
is increasing in the teaching profession 
(Tett and Riddell, 2006) there is a need to 
construct a teaching career as being more 
varied. Though many of the interviewees 
had been in the same school for a long pe-
riod, they had previously had other wider 
professional experiences working in edu-
cational projects or for the Local Authori-
ty in development roles. Therefore, at this 

point in their careers, for this group of 
DHTs, being a DHT is a positive choice.
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Abstract

Applying the resource–agency du-
ality model, this paper examines Finn-
ish teachers’ perceptions on distributed 
leadership. A total of 203 comprehen-
sive and secondary school teachers re-
sponded to an online survey that inves-
tigated the following aspects within the 
Finnish school context: leadership struc-
tures and power distance, leadership as 
a resource, leadership as an agency, and 
motivators and demotivators underly-
ing teachers’ participation in leader-
ship tasks. The survey results showed 
that Finnish schools did not have a one 
common leadership structure. The re-
source and agency distributions showed 
both alignment and misalignment. In 
particular, the misalignment was man-

ifested in the tight school budgets, local 
educational policies, and national edu-
cational laws whose impact the Finnish 
teachers wanted to decrease. Meanwhile, 
the teachers wanted to exercise strong-
er agency together with mid-level team 
leaders and students. Time, financial 
resources, and trust were identified as 
the most powerful driving force behind 
distributed leadership. Teachers were 
motivated to lead if the tasks matched 
their expertise and did not disturb their 
teaching. In contrast, leadership titles 
or assigning administrative tasks were 
less effective in promoting distribut-
ed leadership among Finnish teachers..

Keywords: distributed leadership, re-
source–agency duality model, Finnish 
schools

Finnish teachers’ perceptions on distributed 
leadership: resource and agency



Introduction 

The over-attribution of organization-
al success to an individual leader’s per-
formance has given rise to the notion 
the “romance of leadership,” which has 
intrigued scholars for centuries (Meindl 
1995; Meindl, Ehrlich, Dukerich, 1985).  
However, over the past two decades, this 
notion has been challenged by a growing 
body of literature on the theme of dis-
tributed leadership. These findings re-
veal that there are other factors, besides 
individual leaders, that play an equal, if 
not more, significant role in organiza-
tions.  The concept of distributed leader-
ship has gained considerable popularity 
in the school context because leadership 
in the teaching and learning domain has 
become more dynamic and interactive. 
Individual principals can no longer han-
dle all the administrative and pedagogi-
cal tasks alone (Kangas, Venninen, Oja-
la, 2015; O’Connor, Day, 2007). Recent 
development in distributed leadership 
suggests that achieving organization-
al goals should not be the only criterion 
for measuring the value of distributed 
leadership (Fitzgerald, Gunter, 2006; 
Lumby, 2013). The ethical foundations 
of distributed leadership should be also 
examined from the individual perspec-
tive, especially in terms of how organi-
zations provide and support agency from 
individuals and communities (Tian, Ris-
ku, Collin, 2015; Woods, Bennett, Har-
vey, Wise, 2004; Woods, Woods, 2013).

The present study examines the land-

scape of distributed leadership in Finnish 
comprehensive and secondary schools 
from the viewpoint of teachers. Apply-
ing the resource–agency duality model, 
this study aims to answer what kind of 
leadership has been distributed to whom 
and how (Tian, et al., 2015). Finland has 
been chosen as the research context for 
three reasons. First, Finland has been one 
of the most consistent top performers 
on the OECD Program for International 
Student Assessment (PISA) tests since 
2000. Investigating distributed leadership 
in a high-performing education system 
is likely to shed light on its successes. 
Second, according to Sahlberg (2015), 
Hargreaves and Shirley (2012), Finn-
ish education follows a different path of 
development, which steers away from 
standardized testing, student streaming, 
and competition. Most of the existing 
literature on distributed leadership in-
vestigates competition-driven education-
al systems such as those in the U.S. and 
the U.K. Very few studies examined how 
distributed leadership functions in an eq-
uity-driven system like Finland. Third, 
since the 1960s, Finnish education has 
been driven by the basic values of pro-
moting equity, local autonomy, and flexi-
bility (Aho, Pitkänen, Sahlberg, 2006).  In 
fact, since the 1980s, educational admin-
istration has been gradually decentralized 
to local municipalities and schools. With 
increasing teacher autonomy, distribut-
ed leadership has emerged an inevitable 
trend in the Finnish schooling context 
(Kangas, et al., 2015; Sahlberg, 2015).  
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1. Theoretical framework

The theoretical framework underpin-
ning this study is the resource–agency du-
ality model proposed in Tian, Risku and 
Collin’s (2015) meta-analysis of distribut-
ed leadership in 2002–2013.  According to 
Tian et al., distributed leadership has two 
distinct and yet intertwined aspects. From 
the organizational aspect, leadership as a 
resource is distributed at various hierar-
chical levels to serve organizational pur-
poses. From the individual aspect, leader-
ship as an agency is exercised by various 
actors and artefacts to influence work 
processes as individuals or communities. 
Mapping the distribution of leadership re-
sources and agency reveals the manifesta-
tions of distributed leadership in practice. 

Tian et al. (2015) also reported that to 
date very few distributed leadership stud-
ies have taken both organizational and 
individual aspects into account. Schol-
ars who hold a prescriptive–normative 
view on distributed leadership tend to 
focus mainly on the organizational as-
pect. As a result, most empirical studies 
investigate causal relations between dis-
tributed leadership and students’ test per-
formance, school effectiveness, financial  
achievement, and other measurable out-
comes stipulated in the government agen-
da (Gunter, Hall, Bragg, 2013; Hartley, 
2010; Woods, Woods, 2013). Following 
that line of thinking,  many educational 
systems tend to set educational priorities 
according to competitive values (Hartley, 
2010; Sahlberg, 2015), which advocate 

distributing resources through rigorous 
competitions such as standardized tests, 
league tables, labor market-oriented cur-
ricula, and cost effective pedagogical ap-
proaches. In contrast, individual agency 
in distributed leadership has been largely 
understudied (Tian et al, 2015).  Lumby 
(2013) criticizes many distributed lead-
ership studies for being silent about the 
power issues and taking the micro-pol-
itics for granted. One recent research 
which closely examines the use and abuse 
of power reveals that some distributed 
leadership approaches which serve the 
short-term school goals seem to restrain 
leaders’, teachers’, and students’ agen-
cy and eventually hinder sustainable de-
velopment in the long run (Tian, Collin, 
forthcoming).  Since organizational goals 
may be at odds with individual agency, 
it is vital to examine both aspects of dis-
tributed leadership simultaneously.  In the 
present study, the resource–agency dual-
ity model has been applied to acquire a 
more comprehensive understanding of 
distributed leadership in Finnish schools. 

2. Research question and design

A quantitative approach has been 
used to answer two research questions. 
What are the manifestations of distrib-
uted leadership in terms of resource 
and agency in Finnish schools? What 
are the key motivators and demotiva-
tors underlying Finnish teachers’ par-
ticipation in distributed leadership? 
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Instrument

The present article utilized data from 
203 Finnish teachers collected via an 
online survey titled Distributed leader-
ship in Finnish and Shanghai Schools 
(Teacher questionnaire) for a larger com-
parative study of distributed leadership 
in Finnish and Shanghai schools. The 
questionnaire sought demographic in-
formation such as the respondents’ gen-
der, school type, and current teaching 
and leadership positions. Two modifica-
tions were made to the Chinese version 
to ensure that the list of current posi-
tions was suited to the Finnish context. 

First, the roles of vice-principals and 
assistant principals were separated. In 
Finland, municipalities are the main pro-
viders of primary and secondary level 
education. Municipal education bureaus 
autonomously decide whether to appoint 
a vice-principal (Vararehtori in Finnish) 
or an assistant principal (Apulaisrehtori) 
in local public schools. A vice-principal 
usually refers to a temporary leadership 
position that allows a teacher to exercise 
the authority of a principal when he/she is 
away for a long period of time. The assis-
tant principal, on the other hand, is a formal 
leadership position with regulated work-
ing hours for school administration and a 
school-based job description.  Assistant 
principals usually co-lead with the princi-
pals on a daily basis in addition to execut-
ing their teaching duties (Mäkelä, 2007).  

Second, a special education teach-
er was added to the list of current posi-

tions.  In 2011, the Finnish special edu-
cation amendment stipulated that schools 
should provide three-tier (i.e., general, in-
tensified, and special) support to students 
(Finnish National Board of Education, 
2011). Finnish schools are obliged to re-
cruit special education teachers who pro-
vide part- or full-time support to students.  
Because a special education teacher is not 
present in most Shanghai public schools, 
it was excluded from the Chinese version 
of the questionnaire, to avoid confusion. 

The second part of the questionnaire 
applied the distributed leadership re-
source–agency duality model to answer 
the two research questions. It comprised 
four sections: leadership structures and 
power distance, leadership as a resource, 
leadership as an agency, and motivators 
and demotivators.  The first three sections 
identify the manifestations of distributed 
leadership in Finnish schools in terms of 
resource and agency. The fourth section 
identifies the strongest drivers of Finnish 
teachers’ motivation to lead. Table 1 sum-
marizes the key variables of each section. 

The leadership structures and power 
distance section required the respondents 
to choose one or several metaphors to de-
scribe their school administrative struc-
tures, and then to rate the power distance 
between the school principal and teachers 
on a 0–10 continuous scale. The purpose 
of this section was to examine the corre-
lation between administrative structures 
and power distance.  Gronn (2000) de-
picted distributed leadership as a fluid and 
emergent phenomenon, contrary to fixed 
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and stagnant leadership.  Other scholars 
reported that distributed leadership can 
be manifested in one or multiple power 
centers which exercise micro politics, for-
mal and informal leadership, and rhetori-
cal partnership (Björk, Blase, 2009; Bold-
en, 2011; Lumby, 2009; Spillane, 2006; 
Storey, 2004).  By combining the ideas of 
the power source (one vs. multiple power 
centers) and structure stability (fixed vs. 
flexible), four metaphors of leadership 
structures were created. The pyramid 
had one fixed power center at the zenith 
of the hierarchy, distributing leadership 
from top to down; the fountain was built 
on multiple power centers at the bottom, 
exercising bottom-up leadership with a 
stable nature; the spider’s web structure 
contained one power center at the center 
but instilled flexibility in team building; 
and organic teams comprised multiple 
power centers and flexibly formed teams 
in response to the external task environ-
ment.  The power distance scale (0–10) 
was divided into three categories for 
statistical analysis: low (0–3.33), me-
dium (3.34–6.67), and high (6.68–10).

In the leadership as a resource sec-
tion, respondents were asked to evaluate 
the strength of influence of 17 actors and 
artefacts on a 1–5 scale (1 = none, 2 = lit-
tle, 3 = some, 4 = a lot, 5 = decisive) and 
express their wishes to increase (2 = in-
crease a lot, 1 = increase some), decrease 
(-2 = decrease a lot, -1 = decrease some), 
or maintain (0= maintain the same) the 
influence of each item. The purpose of 
this section was to identify the dominant 

actors and artefacts serving as key leader-
ship resources in Finnish schools. The se-
lection of 17 items was based on previous 
findings on distributed leadership. Formal 
leaders, such as principal, vice-/assistant 
principal, team leaders, and superinten-
dents, have been widely recognized as the 
gatekeepers who nurture or undermine 
the leadership from others (Gunter, et al., 
2013; Harris, 2012; Mayrowetz, Murphy, 
Louis, Smylie,2009; Scribner, Sawyer, 
Watson, Myers, 2007).  Informal lead-
ers, which mainly refers to non-leading 
teachers, students, parents, and external 
stakeholders, exert their impact on lead-
ership in a less visible way, which can 
either align or misalign with the agen-
das of the formal leaders (Hulpia, Devos, 
2009; Jäppinen, Sarja, 2012; Leithwood, 
Mascall, Strauss, Sacks, Memon, Yas-
hkina, 2007; Leithwood, Jantzi, 2000; 
Memon, 2005; Pederson, Yager, Yager, 
2012; Spillane, Camburn, Pareja, 2007). 
Artefacts, including student test scores, 
curriculum, school culture, budget, time-
table, information-sharing platform, 
school reputation, national education-
al laws, and local educational policies 
have served as powerful tools that con-
stitute the interactions between leaders, 
followers, and the situations in distrib-
uted leadership (Gunter, et al., 2013; 
Hartley, 2010; Murphy, Smylie, Louis., 
2009; Spillane, Halverson, Diamond, 
2004; Spillane, 2006; Timperley, 2005).  

The leadership as an agency section 
examined another aspect of the resource–
agency duality model.  The respondents 
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rated the agency exercised by the school 
principal, mid-level team leaders, and 
teachers on 10 concrete work processes 
on a 0–4 scale (0 = not sure, 1 = none, 2 
= very little, 3 = some, 4 = a lot). These 
10 processes, which covered administra-
tive, pedagogical, strategic development, 
and relationship building dimensions of 
school leadership work, were synthesized 
from several significant distributed lead-
ership studies (e.g., Anderson, Moore, 
Sun, 2009; Mayrowetz, et al., 2009; Spill-
ane, et al., 2007; Timperley, 2005). The 
administrative processes covered manag-
ing administrative work, delegating tasks 
and leading teacher teams; the pedagogi-
cal processes comprised leading students’ 
learning and evaluating school perfor-
mance; the strategic development pro-
cesses consisted of setting school vision, 
making strategic plans, and providing 
resources; and the relationship-building 
processes referred to developing school 
culture and networking with stakeholders. 

The motivators and demotivators sec-
tion first surveyed Finnish teachers’ per-
ceptions of their workload (1 = too heavy, 
2 = just fine, 3 = too little) and then asked 
the teachers to evaluate the effectiveness 
of 12 motivators and 12 demotivators on 
a six-point Likert scale (0 = not sure, 1 
= not at all, 2 = very little, 3 = some de-
gree, 4 = quite a bit, 5 = a great deal). The 
items in this section served two purposes: 
first, they examined the relationships be-
tween workload and teachers’ motivation 
to lead, and second, they helped rank the 
effectiveness of motivators and demo-

tivators in the Finnish context. The 12 
motivators and 12 demotivators were de-
rived from Herzberg’s (1964) two-factor 
theory along with several other distribut-
ed leadership studies (e.g. Fairman, Mac-
kenzie, 2015; Gunter, et al., 2013; Hulpia, 
Devos, Rosseel, Vlerick., 2012; Smylie, 
Mayrowetz, Murphy, Louis, 2007).  

Motivators, which can be associated 
with Herzberg’s satisfiers, are factors that 
enhance people’s extrinsic and intrinsic 
motivation to carry out certain work. In 
the early twenty-first century, researchers 
identified two types of motivation to lead 
(MTL): affective MTL and social nor-
mative MTL (Brockner, Higgins, 2001; 
Kark, Van Dijk, 2007; Van Dijk, Kluger, 
2004). The MTL theory suggests that pro-
motion-focused people are motivated to 
lead because they recognize their desire 
to influence, enjoy the leadership process, 
and seek personal development (affective 
MTL). On the other hand, prevention-fo-
cused people are motivated to lead when 
they have to carry out duties, prevent neg-
ative outcomes, and seek security (social 
normative MTL) (Kark, Van Dijk, 2007). 
The 12 motivators considered in the sur-
vey were roughly divided into the two cat-
egories under the affective–social norma-
tive MTL framework. The affective MTL 
included task matching expertise, career 
opportunities, decision-making pow-
er, official leadership title, colleagues’ 
recognition, and principal’s support. 
The social normative MTL comprised 
enough time, democratic culture, trust 
from others, enough financial resources, 
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extra pay, and risk-bearing environment. 
Demotivators, which can be linked to 

Herzberg’s hygiene factors, are factors 
whose absence would trigger dissatis-
faction or disappointment, preventing 
people from carrying out certain tasks 
(Herzberg, 1964).  The 12 demotivators 
included in the survey were no extra 
pay, no official leadership title, no deci-
sion-making autonomy, no support from 
the principal, no career opportunities, 
insufficient financial resources, distrac-
tion from teaching, excessive administra-
tive work, competition with colleagues, 
task mismatching expertise, punishment 
for failure, and mistrust from others. 

Participants

From December 2013 to September 
2015, a total of 203 randomly select-
ed Finnish teachers participated in the 
online survey. Of these, 28.6% were 
males and 71.4% were female. In terms 
of the schools they worked at, 36.2% 
served in comprehensive schools (Grades 
1–9), 48.0% in lower secondary schools 
(Grades 7–9), and 22.5% in general up-
per secondary schools (Grades 10–12). 
Some teachers worked in more than 
one type of school simultaneously and 
were included in both.  When indicating 
their current position(s), the respond-
ents chose all the positions that they oc-
cupied at that time. The majority were 
subject teachers (73.9%), followed by 
class teachers (10.3%), special education 
teachers (7.9%), guidance counsellors 

(6.4%), assistant principals (3.9%) and 
vice-principals (2.5%). Notably, since the 
present study solely focused on Finnish 
teachers’ perceptions on distributed lead-
ership, Finnish principals did not par-
ticipate in this survey. Because assistant 
and vice-principals dedicate only 5-10% 
of their working hours to administration 
and the rest 90-95% to teaching (Mäkelä, 
2007), they were regarded as teachers 
and invited to participate in the survey.

Reliability and validity

The reliability of the study was first 
examined by evaluating the missing data. 
Little’s (1988) MCAR test showed that 
the missing data were completely ran-
domly distributed: χ2 (7401) = 6806.525, 
p = .977.  The absence of a systematic 
pattern in the missing item values in-
dicated that the results of the statistical 
analysis would be trustworthy. Second, 
Cronbach’s alpha values were calculat-
ed to estimate the internal consistency 
of the measure in each section. Results 
revealed that all the Cronbach’s alpha 
values were above .80, suggesting opti-
mal internal consistency (Wells, Wollack, 
2003). More specifically, the 17 items 
in the leadership as a resource section 
measured the same construct: α = .802, 
p < .001. In the leadership as an agen-
cy section, the Cronbach alpha value for 
each subgroup showed excellent inter-
nal consistency: principal’s agency (α = 
.825, p < .001), mid-level team leaders’ 
agency (α = .962, p < .001), and teach-
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ers’ agency (α = .831, p < .001).  In the 
motivator and demotivator section, the 
Cronbach’s alpha values for the 12 moti-
vators and 12 demotivators were .895 and 
.853 (p< .001) respectively, which also 
confirmed high reliability of the results. 

Validity indicates how a survey instru-
ment measures what it intends to meas-
ure. According to Kimberlin and Win-
terstein (2008, p. 2278), validity is not a 
property of the test itself but “the extent 
to which the interpretations of the results 
of a test are warranted.”  To comprehend 
a complex phenomenon like distributed 
leadership, it is vital to use survey con-
structs backed by robust theoretical foun-
dations and existing empirical evidence. 
In this study, to ensure construct validity, 
all the survey items were generated from 
an extensive meta-analysis of 85 pub-
lished studies on distributed leadership 
released between 2002 and 2013 (Tian 
et al., 2015).  Further, content validity 
was evaluated by four distributed leader-
ship experts from Finland, the U.K., and 
China before the pre-test. As mentioned 
earlier, two modifications were made to 
the current positions list in the demo-
graphics section. The English–Finnish 
translation of the survey was performed 
by a Finnish educational expert with a 
background in English linguistics.  Be-
fore administering the survey to a wider 
audience, six Finnish teachers from com-
prehensive, lower, and upper secondary 
schools were invited to pre-test it online. 
Follow-up interviews with these pre-tes-
tees confirmed the appropriateness of 

the survey content and its translation.

3. Results 

Leadership structure and power distance

With regard to the four metaphors of 
leadership structure, although Finnish 
teachers were given the opportunity to 
choose multiple answers, all the respond-
ents (n = 198) chose only one metaphor to 
describe their school leadership. The most 
popular leadership structure was the spi-
der’s web (42.42%), which was followed 
by the pyramid (28.28%) and the organic 
teams (27.27%). Only 2% of the teachers 
chose the bottom-up fountain structure. 
Both the spider’s web and pyramid struc-
tures signified one power center, while both 
the spider’s web and organic teams struc-
tures underlined the flexibility feature.

The continuous 0–10 power distance 
scale was evenly divided into three cate-
gories: low (0–3.33), medium (3.34–6.66) 
and high (6.67–10). More than half of 
the Finnish teachers (55.56%) observed 
a low power distance between them 
and their principals.  Another quarter 
(26.26%) reported a medium power dis-
tance, and only a minority (18.18%) per-
ceived a high power distance. Pearson’s 
chi square test of independence showed 
strong evidence of a relationship between 
leadership structures and power distance 
(Table 2):  χ2 (6) = 37.599, p < .001.

The residual analysis identified that 
the pyramid, spider’s web, and organic 
teams in particular contributed to the re-
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lationships between leadership structure 
and power distance.  Two cells had posi-
tive adjusted residual values that exceed-
ed 2. This indicated that at α = .05 level, 
more teachers who worked under the pyr-
amid structure experienced a high power 
distance and more teachers who worked 
under the spider’s web structure expe-
rienced a low power distance than what 
would be expected by chance (Agresti, 
2007). Conversely, three adjusted resid-
ual values were greater than -2.  This 
meant at α = .05 level, fewer teachers who 

worked under spider’s web and organic 
teams structures detected a high power 
distance than what would be expected by 
chance (Agresti, 2007).  Likewise, teach-
ers who linked the pyramid structure 
with a low power distance were signifi-
cantly under represented at α = .05 level.

To summarize, a low power distance 
was experienced by 69.69% of the Finn-
ish teachers who worked in spider’s web 
and organic teams structures. The oth-
er 28.28% teachers who worked in the 
pyramid structure, however, detected a 

Table 2. Leadership structures and power distance

Source: own elaboration
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high power distance.  Only 2% teach-
ers worked in fountain, and this struc-
ture was not statistically associated with 
any specific range of power distance.

Leadership as a resource

On the basis of the mode value, the 
most frequently occurring value in the 
dataset, the influence of the 17 resources 
was categorized into four tiers. Accord-
ing to the Finnish teachers (n = 203), the 
principal was the only decisive leader 
for daily school operations (mode = 5). 
Vice-/assistant principals, school cul-
ture, budget, curriculum, local educa-
tional policies and national educational 
laws were grouped in the second tier, 
exerting a lot of influence on school 
leadership operations (mode = 4). Team 
leaders, teachers, school board, superin-
tendent, school reputation, and students’ 
test scores served as resources in Finn-
ish schools  only to some extent (mode 
= 3). Alarmingly, students, parents, and 
external stakeholders, along with infor-
mation sharing platform, exerted little 
impact on school leadership, accord-
ing to the Finnish teachers (mode = 2).

On being asked to decrease, maintain, 
or increase the influence of each item, 
over one-third of the respondents want-
ed to decrease the influence of budget 
(71.8%, n = 203), national educational 
laws (37.8%), and local educational pol-
icies (45%). Spearman’s correlation test 
revealed positive relationships among 
these three variables. These results 

seemed to suggest two things. First, ar-
tefacts such as budget, laws and policies 
were powerful tools to influence school 
leadership work. Second, national (ρ = 
0.248, p < .001) and local (ρ = 0.356, 
p < .001) educational laws and poli-
cies might negatively influence school 
administration through budget cuts. 

Over one-third of the respondents 
wanted to increase the influence of 
team leaders (35.9%, n = 203), teachers 
(45.3%), and students (45.8%). Likewise, 
positive correlations were found among 
these three variables. This result indicat-
ed that the teachers’ believed that these 
three actors are largely underappreciated 
in Finnish schools. The Finnish teachers 
wished to assume more leadership re-
sponsibilities. Meanwhile, they expect-
ed more leadership would be granted to 
team leaders (ρ = 0.428, p < .001) and 
students (ρ = 0.191, p < .001). Interest-
ingly, Spearman’s correlation test failed 
to detect any statistically significant 
correlations between the three artefacts 
whose influence had to be decreased (i.e., 
budget, national educational laws, and 
local educational policies) and the three 
actors whose influence had to be increased 
(i.e., team leaders, teachers and stu-
dents). This result possibly suggests that 
despite national and local level austerity 
measures, leadership resources could be 
cultivated within the school by empower-
ing team leaders, teachers, and students. 



Leadership as a resource

Viewing leadership as an agency 
helped identify who led what work pro-
cesses in Finnish schools. As mentioned 
in the instrument section, the present 
study examined the agency of the prin-
cipal, mid-level team leaders, and teach-
ers in 10 concrete work processes related 
to administration, pedagogy, strategic 
development, and relationship build-

ing. The respondents were asked to re-
peatedly evaluate the amount of agency 
exercised by the three subgroups on a 
five-point Likert scale (0 = not sure, 1 
= none, 2 = very little, 3 = some, 4 = a 
lot). At the within-group level, the valid 
percent of point 3 (some) and 4 (a lot) 
was summed up and ranked. At the be-
tween-group level, the nonparametric 
Friedman’s test was used to examine the 
discrepancies and rank the amount of 
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Table 3. Between- and within-group ranks of agency in 10 work processes

Source: own elaboration
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agency exercised by the three subgroups. 
Table 3 presents the results of the be-
tween- and within-group ranks of agency.

At the within-group level, principals 
seemed to be more agentic in leading 
school administration and strategic de-
velopment than pedagogy or relationship 
building.  The principal’s leadership was 
most evident in the processes of manag-
ing administrative work, delegating tasks, 
and making strategic plans. On the other 
hand, teachers’ agency was the strongest 
in domains of pedagogy and relation-
ship building, such as leading students’ 
learning, developing school culture, and 
evaluating school performance. In addi-
tion to building internal relationship with 
students and peers through teaching and 
school culture, the Finnish teachers were 
also actively networking with stakehold-
ers. Team leaders appeared to play a piv-
otal role in the relationship building and 
school administration domains. Their 
agency was most visible in developing 
school culture, leading teacher teams, 
and setting school vision. Only few 
teachers acknowledged team leaders’ and 
teachers’ agency in providing resourc-
es or managing administrative work.  

At the between-group level, nonpar-
ametric Friedman’s tests revealed that 
at α = .05 level, statistically significant 
differences were observed among princi-
pals’, team leaders’, and teachers’ agency 
in all the 10 work processes.  This con-
firmed that in Finnish schools, leadership 
was not distributed in an undifferentiated 
manner. Principals were unsurprising-

ly the most prominent leaders in almost 
all the work processes with the excep-
tion of leading students’ learning. No-
tably, according to the between-group 
mean ranks, the amount of agency did 
not directly correspond to the organ-
izational hierarchy in the school. Al-
though mid-level team leaders possessed 
a higher administrative position than 
teachers, their agency was not always 
ranked higher than teachers’ agency.

Motivators and demotivators

With regard to workload, a majority of 
the Finnish teachers found the workloads 
to be just fine (79.12%, n =144) or too light 
(1.65%, n = 3). The rest 19.23% (n= 35) 
considered it too heavy. In the analysis, 
the first two subgroups were combined 
into non-overloaded teachers (80.77%, 
n = 147), who were then compared with 
the overloaded teachers (19.23%, n = 35). 

For evaluating the effectiveness of 
the motivators and demotivators, the 
six-point Likert scale (0 = not sure, 1 = 
not at all, 2 = very little, 3 = some de-
gree, 4 = quite a bit, 5 = a great deal) was 
re-coded into two categories: 0–2 = low 
effectiveness, 3–5 = high effectiveness. 
Table 4 shows the chi-square test re-
sults of the relationships between teach-
ers’ workload and the 12 motivators. 

At α = .05 level, the chi-square test 
results showed strong evidence of a rela-
tionship between teachers’ workload and 
two motivators: principal’s support and 
extra pay. Particularly, for most of the 



teachers who were non-overloaded (n = 
147), receiving principal’s support was 
the third strongest motivator behind their 
participation in distributed leadership. By 
comparison, for the remaining 35 teach-
ers, who were already overloaded, princi-
pal’s support seemed to exert a relatively 
weaker impact on their participation. A 
similar interpretation can be drawn with 
regard to extra pay. Rewarding extra lead-
ership work with extra pay seemed to mo-
tivate the non-overloaded teachers more 
effectively than the overworked ones.

The chi-square test results failed to 
detect any association between the effec-
tiveness of the remaining 10 motivators 
and workload. This indicated that similar 
approaches could be utilized to enhance 
teachers’ willingness to lead.  Over 90% 
of the teachers in both groups chose the 
same top five motivators, although in a 
slightly different order. Among them, both 
resource (i.e., enough time, enough finan-
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Table 4. Workload and 12 motivators

Source: own elaboration

cial resources, and task matching exper-
tise) and agency (i.e., democratic culture 
and trust from others) aspects were criti-
cal.  Table 5 illustrates the positive corre-
lations among these top five motivators.

The results of the correlational analy-
sis confirmed that to encourage teachers 
to assume additional leadership respon-
sibilities, providing leadership resources 
and supporting teachers’ agency are the 
optimal strategies. Interestingly, com-
pared to the other motivators, consid-
erably fewer Finnish teachers in both 
groups were effectively motivated by 
an official leadership title. Therefore, 
simply creating and distributing lead-
ership titles to a wider community do 
not seem to be an effective approach. 

A similar statistical analysis was car-
ried out to assess the demotivators that 
prevented Finnish teachers from assum-
ing additional responsibilities. However, 
the chi-square test results failed to detect 
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Table 5. Correlations among top five motivators

Source: own elaboration

statistically significant between-group 
differences at α = .05 level in relation to 
the ranks of the 12 demotivators (Table 6). 

Both teacher groups shared similar 
views on the effectiveness of the 12 de-

motivators. The top six demotivators 
comprised four resource-related items 
and two agency-related items. From 
the resource perspective, taking away 
financial resources and extra pay, dis-

Table 6. Workload and 12 demotivators

Source: own elaboration
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tracting teachers from teaching and 
loading them with excessive administra-
tive work seemed to create an insecure 
and unpleasant work environment that 
considerably restrained teachers from 
leading. From the agency perspective, 
the absence of principal’s support and 
decision-making autonomy exerted a 
strong negative impact on teachers’ mo-
tivation to lead. Moreover, significant 
positive correlations were found among 

these top six demotivators (Table 7).
These results highlight the interde-

pendence of factors within the resource–
agency duality model. For instance, no 
support from the principal was associat-
ed with providing insufficient financial 
resources or restraining teachers’ deci-
sion-making autonomy. Last but not least, 
less than half of the Finnish teachers in 
both groups ranked punishment for failure, 
no official leadership title, and competi-

Table 7. Correlations among top six demotivators

Source: own elaboration
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tion with colleagues as the least effective 
demotivators. One interpretation could 
be that Finnish schools seldom use mar-
ket-like competition and test-based ac-
countability to punish or reward teachers 
(Sahlberg, 2015). The low effectiveness 
of these three demotivators can probably 
be attributed to the fact that punishment 
and competition are rarely experienced 
by the teachers in their daily practice.

4. Discussion

Using the resource–agency duali-
ty model (Tian et al., 2015) as a lens, 
this study set out to examine the rela-
tionships between leadership structures 
and power distance, map the resource 
and agency distribution, and identi-
fy the key motivators and demotiva-
tors underlying Finnish teachers’ par-
ticipation in distributed leadership.

No one structure fits all

The first research question posed at the 
beginning of this paper was What are the 
manifestations of distributed leadership 
in terms of resource and agency in Finn-
ish schools? The results of the survey 
indicate that there is no one leadership 
structure that fits all the Finnish schools. 
Teachers who worked in less hierarchical 
structures, such as the spider’s web and 
organic teams, perceived a low power 
distance, while others who served in the 
pyramid structure perceived a high power 
distance. The bottom-up leadership struc-

ture, the fountain, was rare but not absent. 
No correlation was found between the 
fountain structure and power distance. 

The diversity of school leadership 
structures in Finland can be explained 
by the educational transformation in the 
late 1980s (Antikainen, 2005). From 
1972 to 1977, Finland carried out com-
prehensive school reforms by restruc-
turing the elite-oriented parallel system 
(i.e., grammar school and civic school) 
into an equity-driven nine-year compre-
hensive school system with a strong cen-
tralized administration (Aho, Pitkänen, 
Sahlberg, 2006). However, a significant 
change took place in the late 1980s: the 
provision of primary and secondary ed-
ucation was decentralized to municipal-
ities.  Local schools, with their increas-
ing autonomy, began to establish various 
types of leadership structures to serve 
administrative and pedagogical purpos-
es. Along with the decentralization pro-
cess, the central government issued na-
tional-level guidelines, such as the Basic 
Education Act, national core curricula, 
and national evaluation plan, to safe-
guard the sustainability and consistency 
of the local education provision.  The 
1990s marked the era of networking and 
self-regulated school leadership (Sahl-
berg, 2011).  Schools began to network 
more extensively with external stake-
holders, including local communities, 
other schools, parents, the labor market, 
and international institutions like OECD 
and the European Union. The collabora-
tion with stakeholders enabled schools 
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to obtain extra resources for developing 
their school profiles (Antikainen, 2006). 
To summarize, according to Hargreaves 
and Shirley (2012), Finland illustrates the 
fourth way of educational reform. The 
Finnish education system has a strong na-
tional vision, with the direction coming 
from the top, local authorities, and pro-
fessional teachers builiding the process 
from the bottom, and key stakeholders 
providing support from the side. Equity, 
autonomy, and sustainability are the key 
values underpinning the whole system. 
Hence, school leadership structures and 
the process of leading do not follow an es-
tablished blueprint. Instead, self-directed 
school leadership is strongly encouraged. 

The alignment and misalignment between 
resource and agency

The second key result of the study, 
which also addresses the first research 
question, highlights that viewing leader-
ship as a resource and as an agency varies 
according to roles, situations and purpos-
es.  The results showed that the school 
principal was the most prominent re-
source person whose agency was strongly 
manifested in leading school administra-
tion and strategic development. Teachers, 
in contrast, were highly agentic in lead-
ing pedagogy and relationship building. 
Mid-level team leaders seemed to play 
a pivotal role by leading school admin-
istration and relationship building. Only 
in three administration-related work pro-
cesses that the mid-level teachers’ agency 

was ranked higher than that of the teach-
ers: leading teacher teams, managing ad-
ministrative work, and delegating tasks. 
Two interpretations were proposed to ex-
plain this phenomenon. First, it was like-
ly that in Finnish schools, team leaders’ 
authority was not robustly underpinned 
by positional power. Owing to the lack of 
legitimacy and the low power distance, 
teachers might perceive team leaders 
more as team representatives than supe-
riors. Second, the existing education sys-
tem granted Finnish teachers a high level 
autonomy to independently lead teach-
ing-related work processes without ex-
cessive external control (Sahlberg, 2015).

Taken together, these results are not 
surprising as they support existing litera-
ture on distributed leadership. Regarding 
curriculum reform and enactment, leader-
ship seems to be distributed more in favor 
of the teachers than the school adminis-
trators (Halverson, Clifford, 2013; Mul-
lick, Sharama, Deppler, 2013). In some 
extreme cases, teachers may even be su-
perior to formal leaders, especially when 
the principal is overloaded with manage-
rial tasks and cannot undertake tasks re-
lated to teaching and learning (Fairman, 
Mackenzie, 2015). Murphy, Smylie, and 
Louis (2009) advocate that distributed 
leadership should not undermine formal 
leadership; however, the principal’s role 
must be changed from that of a solo deci-
sion maker to that of a leader of leaders.  
The task of building a collegial climate to 
improve teachers’ morale is entrusted to 
mid-level team leaders. Even in a less col-
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legial environment, using team leaders to 
resolve the resistance from teachers seems 
more effective than top-down administra-
tive orders (Fairman, Mackenzie, 2015).  

In addition to confirming the earli-
er distributed leadership findings, the 
present study also identified instances 
of alignment and misalignment between 
resource and agency. Misalignment led 
to the school members’ agency being 
restricted. From the resource perspec-
tive, three artefacts whose influences that 
the Finnish teachers wanted to decrease 
considerably were school budget, local 
educational policies, and national educa-
tional laws. That these factors were posi-
tively correlated suggests that the current 
economic recession possibly affects the 
school budget through legislations and 
policies. Given the ongoing educational 
changes in Finland, resources have be-
come scarcer. Since the 1990s, state sub-
sidies and transfers to local municipals 
are no longer earmarked.  Municipalities 
receive general funds from the state on 
the basis of unit costs and then autono-
mously decide the share for education 
and other public services (Aho, Pitkänen, 
Sahlberg, 2006). Thus, the tighter aus-
terity measures, the tighter the schools 
budgets. In order to optimize resource 
distribution and efficiency, a five-year 
municipal administration reform, i.e., 
PARAS, was launched to merge munici-
palities between 2008 and 2013 (OECD, 
2010). As a result, the number of Finnish 
municipalities has decreased from 432 in 
2006 to 317 in 2015. A similar trend has 

been witnessed in the case of schools in 
Finland. Statistics show that from 2008 to 
2013, the number of educational institu-
tions has decreased by 16%, even though 
the total number of students is at the same 
level (Suomen virallinen tilasto, 2014). 
All these measures indicate that new 
managerialism has gradually tightened 
its grip on the Finnish education system. 

Sahlberg (2011) warns that overem-
phasizing rationalism, efficiency, and 
productivity may undermine the mor-
al purpose of education. This view is 
supported by Hökka and Vähäsantanen 
(2014) who write that blindly adopting 
new management models may jeopard-
ise teachers’ commitment. Highlighting 
the Finnish teachers’ perspective, the 
present study shows that the current lead-
ership resource distribution is not at its 
optimum. The survey responses clearly 
showed that the Finnish teachers want-
ed to exert a stronger impact on school 
leadership work together with students 
and mid-level team leaders. According-
ly, Hökka and Vähäsantanen (2014) have 
proposed an agency-centered coupling 
structure, which shed light on distributed 
leadership. When financial resources are 
decreasing and administrative bounda-
ries are on the rise, distributed leadership 
should go beyond selecting the most ap-
propriate physical structure for an organ-
ization, irrespective of whether the struc-
ture is tightly or loosely coupled. In such 
situations, an agency-centered coupling 
structure is ideal for creating leadership 
opportunities for meaningful cooperation, 



high-quality communication, and shared 
meaning construction in a more dynam-
ic way (Hökka, Vähäsantanen, 2014). 

The upcoming Finnish national core 
curricula 2016 program seem to have 
adopted the same vein of thinking. The 
new curricula focus on developing stu-
dents’ transversal competences through 
phenomenon-based learning. In prac-
tice, this implies that Finnish teachers 
will collaborate more extensively not 
only with students but also with col-
leagues from different subject back-
grounds. Inevitably, more leadership will 
be distributed to teachers and students 
throughout the whole pedagogical pro-
cess from planning and implementation 
to evaluation and reflection. Against the 
backdrop of economic recession, cul-
tivating leadership resources among 
mid-level team leaders, teachers, and 
students through agency-centered cou-
pling might be a novel solution to en-
hance the school dynamics without add-
ing to the financial burden of the school.

Driving force behind distributed leader-
ship

Given the trends of school mergers 
and individualized learning, distribut-
ing more leadership among the teachers 
seems inevitable. With regard to the sec-
ond research question, what are the key 
motivators and demotivators underlying 
Finnish teachers’ participation in distrib-
uted leadership, the syntheses of the top 
motivators and demotivators revealed a 
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strong interdependent relationship be-
tween resource and agency. Providing 
sufficient time and financial resourc-
es was strongly linked with supporting 
teachers’ agency with trust and a demo-
cratic culture. Likewise, the analysis of 
the most effective demotivators revealed 
that the absence of financial resources, 
principal’s support and extra pay would 
tremendously discourage teachers’ en-
gagement in leadership work. Notably, 
overloading teachers with excessive ad-
ministrative tasks or distracting them 
from teaching were clearly undesirable. 
Finnish teachers did not expect to lead 
any tasks that were not matched their 
expertise. Interestingly, granting an of-
ficial leadership title did not substan-
tially motivate the Finnish teachers, and 
taking it away did not seem to discour-
age them as strongly as the other factors. 

The collection of motivators and de-
motivators underlying Finnish teachers’ 
participation in distributed leadership 
has historical roots. During the compre-
hensive education reform in the 1970s, 
both pre- and in-service teacher edu-
cation advanced rapidly. Since 1978, 
a master’s degree in science or arts has 
become a pre-requisite qualification for 
all Finnish teachers. As one of the most 
popular professions in Finland, being a 
teacher has been traditionally respected 
in society. Since the early 1990s, as the 
accountability culture in Finnish schools 
has weakened, professional autonomy of 
the teachers has grown stronger (Hök-
ka, Vähäsantanen, 2014). The teacher’s 
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role is transformed from a knowledge 
deliverer to a pedagogical leader (Sänt-
ti, 2007). Unlike many other countries 
which heavily rely on external incentives 
like a teacher’s professional title, merit, 
pay, and formal leadership titles to moti-
vate teachers, Finnish schools trust their 
teachers to use their professional judg-
ment and autonomy with as little exter-
nal control as possible (Sahlberg, 2015). 
The more sustainable and effective 
driving force behind distributed leader-
ship, therefore, seems to lie in providing 
leadership opportunities and resources 
that support Finnish teachers’ agency. 

5. Driving force behind distributed lead-
ership

This study offers several noteworthy 
implications. Theoretically, the study 
demonstrates a successful application of 
the distributed leadership resource–agen-
cy duality model. Empirical evidence 
from the data supports the conceptual 
premise that leadership as a resource and 
leadership as an agency are two insepa-
rable aspects. Nonetheless, there could 
be both alignment and misalignment 
between them. Practically, this study 
explains how the current landscape of 
distributed leadership in Finnish schools 
has been shaped by a series of education-
al reforms since the 1970s. The ongoing 
school mergers, austerity measures on 
school budgets, and more learner-cen-
tered curricula reforms all seem to call 
for expanding the depth and breadth 

of distributed leadership in the future. 
Cultivating leadership resources from 
Finnish teachers with agency-centered 
coupling has been proposed as a likely 
solution. These leadership resources in-
clude time, financial resources, and trust, 
which would enable Finnish teachers to 
use their expertise in the relevant tasks. 
On the contrary, sharing excessive ad-
ministrative tasks with the teachers or 
creating a steep hierarchy with numer-
ous leadership positions are less favora-
ble approaches for distributed leadership.

Lastly, the generalizability of these 
results is subject to certain limitations. 
First, this study is based on a relative-
ly small sample of Finnish teachers be-
cause of the limited access to schools. 
Second, as part of a larger comparative 
study, the main purpose of this quanti-
tative study is to describe the resource 
and agency distribution and identify the 
key motivators and demotivators under-
lying Finnish teachers’ participation in 
distributed leadership.  Given its descrip-
tive nature, this study did not explore the 
more sophisticated causal relationships 
among the different variables. In oth-
er words, this study has addressed what 
leadership has been distributed to whom 
and how; the reasons for this distribu-
tion have been investigated using eight 
qualitative case studies in another paper.
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Abstract

Effective school leadership focuses 
on supporting teachers and students in 
the classroom. Educational leaders are 
instructional leaders. In order to nur-
ture meaningful strategies that support 
student learning, school administrators 
must spend time in classrooms: observ-
ing, interacting and collecting data. 
Gaining familiarity with various obser-
vation protocols and employing options 
that best align with the school’s vision, 
can provide leaders with useful tools 
to assist in establishing a collegial cli-
mate for powerful educational reform.

Keywords: classroom observation, 
observation protocols, collegial climate, 

data-driven decision making, educational 
reform research

Introduction 

Why Observation is Important

In some parts of the world, teaching 
has often been done out of view, behind 
closed doors.  School leaders often fo-
cused on the operation of the building, 
getting the walls painted, making sure 
deliveries were on time for supplies.  
Fullan and colleagues (2006) argue that 
“very few policy makers, or practition-
ers for that matter, really understand 
what quality means on a daily basis.” 
Bereiter (2002) calls the disengagement 
from the core activity of instruction the 
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“fundamental malady” of school reform.
However, more and more evidence 

has emerged that a key ingredient in 
school improvement is to focus on that 
singular moment when teacher and stu-
dent work together in the learning pro-
cess (Protheroe, 2010; Resnick, Spillane, 
Goldman, and Rangel, 2010; Danielson, 
2002).  Watching teaching, whether it is 
done by peers, or by educational lead-
ers, serves as one of the most important 
means of improving practice, and more 
importantly, improving student learning. 

1. Focus of Classroom Observations

Observations of a teachers work 
with his or her students can take many 
forms.  It might be a quick visit by the 
principal that last only a few minutes 
and focuses on a specific teaching strat-
egy the faculty have been working to 
master.  It also might be a longer visit 
watching a lesson develop from its in-
troduction all the way through a concept 
and then brought to conclusion as stu-
dents transition to a next class or lesson.

Schlecty (2002, p. 114) has talked 
about schools working to be learning 
organizations focusing on common pur-
pose, common questions. What teach-
ing practices are generating evidence of 
improved teaching and learning?  At the 
same time it is important that we fight 
the isolation that can define teaching 
and instead work to build professional 
communities of teachers (Darling-Ham-
mond and Sykes, 1999).  These groups 
of teachers can be working together to 
focus on struggles with particular strate-
gies and concepts while observing each 

other and working to improve the school.

Becoming aware of the critical mo-
ments in a classroom, those key points 
where inquiry and concepts become inter-
twined, is essential.  Boykin and Noguera 
(2012) have urged those watching and 
observing teaching to look for “on-task” 
behavior—who is taking part in discus-
sions? How are questions being asked?  
They also ask us to find ways to watch 
of deep involvement, that sense that stu-
dents are truly engaged in the topic and 
the activities occurring in the classroom.

Good teaching matters to student 
learning.  The process of good teach-
ing has become more and more defined.  
Amongst other things teachers need to:

• Create strong learning environments
• Set objectives, reinforce effort, pro-

vide recognition
• Use strong questions
• Extend and apply knowledge
(Dean, Hubbell, Pitler, Stone, 2012; 

Schmoker, 2001; Marzano, 2007)
Hence, the reform challenge calls for 

a refocusing on the what and how of 
learning( Nature of Learning, p. 28)  Ob-
servations of teaching helps the school 
leader and the teaches on a faculty build 
strong relationships.  These relationships 
are not built on punitive observation 
scoring systems, but rather, by adopt-
ing a stance of humility and curiosity, 
a sense of shared purpose and commu-
nity can be developed. Leaders need to 
develop what Senge (2006) calls open-
ness--one attribute of systems leadership. 

Contemporary Educational Leadership Vol. 2, No 2/2015

76



2. Creating a Collegial Climate for Ac-
cess

In order to engage in the iterative work 
of collecting meaningful data from school 
classrooms, leaders must first cultivate a 
collegial climate for access. Nurturing 
an environment of openness to regular 
classroom observation visits from their 
supervisors is a challenging enterprise, 
from the viewpoint of the classroom 
teacher. Teachers often feel threatened 
when those above their rank enter their 
schoolroom territory. School leaders can 
be seen as overly critical, and their per-
ceived (and certain?) power over teach-
ers’ very livelihoods can add an element 
of extreme stress. For these reasons, if an 
effective leader is to implement success-
ful and beneficial classroom observation 
protocols, practical steps to gain collegial 
access must be taken. Practical steps to 
gain collegial classroom access include 
key features such as building relation-
ships, establishing value, sharing proto-
cols, starting small, making data collec-
tion transparent and negotiating logistics. 
These facets are described in detail below.

Building Relationships

Effective educational leaders work to 
build trusting relationships with all their 
stakeholders, including their teaching 
staff. Engaging in focused conversations 
and providing a listening ear are important 
components of this process. Responsive-
ness in providing authentic care and sup-
port of teachers, both in large and small 
needs, encourages teachers to believe in 
a leader’s commitment to their profes-
sional wellbeing. Demonstrating contin-

ued awareness of the issues teachers are 
facing and being ready to offer assistance 
when called upon, creates a climate of 
care that lays the groundwork for more 
substantive growth in reform initiatives.

Establishing Value

As strong relationships are nurtured 
between school leaders and teachers, a 
case for the importance of classroom 
observations can be more meaningful-
ly communicated. Teachers need to hear 
that, as instructional leaders, school ad-
ministrators need to know more about 
the  processes and dynamics of the class-
room in order to support teachers and 
students. They need leverage to acquire 
resources for school needs from outside 
stakeholders, and classroom observa-
tion data can provide this. School lead-
ers need to make connections for teacher 
mentors, and provide examples/evidence 
for further professional development for 
staff. As leaders share their commitment 
to the process of classroom observa-
tions openly with teachers, teachers can 
become more at ease with this practice.

Sharing Protocols

As school leaders plan to implement 
classroom observation processes, they 
need to openly share the instruments they 
plan to use with teachers. Aligning with 
building relationships, this practice al-
lows teachers to learn more about what 
type of data administrators are collecting, 
and generate conversations on why this 
information might be important.  Teachers 
need to know what leaders are looking for 
and why. If classroom observation pro-
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tocols are not shared, teachers may feel 
threatened and spied upon. Protocols for 
classroom visits should not give the sense 
that these are covert operations, but, rath-
er, they should affirm the collectively ar-
ticulated priorities of the school. Discuss-
ing what data might be generated by using 
these instruments and noting how this 
data relates to school goals is imperative.

Starting Small

Once strong relationships are nurtured, 
the value of classroom observations is 
affirmed and possible observation pro-
tocols are shared, school administrators 
are ready to begin visiting classrooms. 
Finding time to sit in on many sessions of 
teaching can be difficult, so beginning to 
do so in smaller increments is advisable. 
It is best to start with teachers who are the 
most willing to invite you into their class-
rooms, as they may be the most confident 
or the most interested in your support and 
feedback. Once leaders have had access 
to these classrooms, and have conduct-
ed several observational sessions there, 
others may be more willing to open up 
their doors to them. At this stage, school 
administrators should be diligent to 
demonstrate the non-threatening and col-
laborative benefits or these observations, 
sharing examples of findings with other 
teachers in formal and informal settings 
(once the classroom teacher observed 
has indicated their comfort with this). It 
is also worthwhile to provide some sort 
of related support to the classrooms ob-
served,  when this gesture relates directly 
from needs arising from the observations. 
This type of reciprocity demonstrates 
that, indeed, the data gleaned from ob-

servation protocols yields positive, re-
sponsive interventions in the classrooms.

Making Data Collection Transparent

As mentioned previously, sharing the 
data collected via the selected observa-
tion protocols with the observed teacher 
first, and then asking the teacher’s per-
mission to share this data more broadly 
creates a respect for the teacher’s interest 
and feedback. It is always possible that 
data collected in a particular setting is 
skewed based upon unusual circumstanc-
es, and a teacher’s feedback can assist in 
making sure those outliers are taken into 
account. Discussing possible interpre-
tations of the data set, getting the “back 
story” of the contextual considerations at 
work in the classroom, and brainstorming 
next steps for continued observation and 
implementation of educational strategies 
will reassure the teachers that this is an 
iterative process, intended for continuous 
improvement of teaching and learning.
Beyond the individually observed teach-
ers, school leaders should share public-
ly the successes, ideas, and discoveries 
embedded in the data sets with a broad 
array of educational stakeholders includ-
ing teachers, students, parents and com-
munity members. Anecdotes, as well as 
aggregate data, can be used to drive de-
cisions and showcase student and teacher 
successes.

Negotiating Logistics

Implementing a strategic approach for 
classroom observations requires focused 
attention on details. Some of these key 
logistics include communicating how 
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much time an administrator plans to be in 
a classroom and how often these visits will 
occur. In the beginning, it is most advisa-
ble to schedule these sessions in advance, 
so the teacher is aware of the visit, but 
leaders should tactfully and sensitively 
work to gain permission for unannounced 
visits. It is a best practice to always allow 
a teacher to say “this isn’t a good time,” 
as unexpected dynamics can cause situa-
tions that are not optimal for a purposeful 
and meaningful observation. Teachers are 
the experts in determining these cases, and 
leaders who are respectful of this fact will 
ultimately gain more access and continue 
to nurture a collegial climate for access.

3. Reviewing Potential Observational 
Protocol

Pixels in the Picture

Capturing data points to better under-
stand the dynamics of educational envi-
ronments can be compared to trying to 
reconstruct an image by adding one pix-
el at a time. A pixel is a very small dot 
of color information in an image, and it 
usually requires thousands of pixels to 
create a clear picture of a given scene 
of object. A school leader can never get 
a full view of what is occurring inside a 
classroom unless s/he is there every hour 
of every day, which, of course, is impos-
sible. However, selecting classroom visit 
instruments that guide your observations 
while spending time in classrooms can 
provide focus and support for meaning-
ful conversations. The importance of 
having a clear vision of school priorities 
and selecting protocols that align with 
those priorities is obvious. This will yield 

data that can inform decisions for con-
tinual improvement of student learning 
experiences, based on identified targets.

This manuscript presents two protocols 
used by the writer to collect classroom 
data over a period of several years. Nick-
named the “longstop” and the “quick-
stop,” these protocols denote items ob-
served in separate sessions, over time. 
Longstops were classroom visits lasting 
at least 45 minutes, usually capturing an 
entire lesson or class period. Quickstops 
were 5-minute “pop in” classroom visits, 
meant to grab a brief glimpse of activi-
ty for that particular class session. Using 
the “pixel in the picture” analogy, these 
protocols provided a few pixels of data 
during each observation, which, over 
time, could be used to assemble a sketch 
of factors related to classroom teaching 
and learning occurring in the school. The 
following paragraphs provide more detail 
about these protocols.

Longstop Protocol (LSP)

The data collection instrument used 
during these LSP observations was the 
well-established Reformed Teaching 
Observation Protocol (MacIsaac, 2002; 
Piburn & Sawada, n.d.) with Social Jus-
tice supplement (RTOP+).  The original 
RTOP  was an instrument designed by 
the Evaluation Facilitation Group of the 
Arizona Collaborative for Excellence in 
the Preparation of Teachers (ACEPT) in 
1999. The RTOP has been shown to be a 
valid and reliable instrument in measur-
ing teacher practice over the past decade. 
The adapted instrument was tested by the 
Teaching for a New Era (TNE) project 

Vol. 2, No 2/2015Contemporary Educational Leadership

79



Contemporary Educational Leadership Vol. 2, No 2/2015

80

in 2007 (Pedulla, Salomon-Fernandez, 
Miteseu, Jong, & Cochran-Smith 2007), 
and contained the items from the RTOP 
instrument with the addition of six items 
specifically related to teaching for social 
justice, thus receiving the name RTOP+. 

The TNE project researchers reported, 
“The RTOP is an established standard-
ized instrument with sound psychomet-
ric properties. The instrument developers 
report the rater reliability to be 0.95, in-
dicating a very high level of consistency 
of ratings across raters. The RTOP also 
gives norm-referenced information about 
the extent of reformed teaching practice” 
(Pedulla, et al., 2007).  Researchers chose 
the RTOP+ to document classroom prac-
tices so that evidence of teachers’ negoti-
ated professional development might be 
documented. Additionally, the open-end-
ed response items in the RTOP+ provided 
data related to digital technology availa-
bility and use in the classrooms observed, 
as the researchers were also interested in 
the school’s growth in the integration of 
classroom technologies.  These respons-
es served as data points related to school 
leaders’ foci on inquiry-based learn-
ing, equity, and digital technology use. 

The RTOP+ yields scale scores in six 
areas: 
1. Lesson Design and Implementation
2. Content: Propositional knowledge
3. Content: Procedural Knowledge
4. Classroom Culture: Communicative 
Interactions
5. Classroom Culture: Student/Teacher 
Relationships
6. Teaching for Social Justice

Data on technology use and integration 

within these observed sessions were also 
captured with the RTOP+ through the de-
scriptive and demographic information re-
trieved.  The RTOP+ contains the directive: 

Please describe any technology visible 
in the room (e.g., overhead projector, TV/
VCR, computers).  Please describe the 
type and number of computers, if these 
machines are turned on, if they are being 
used and in what manner.   Also note teach-
er use and student use of digital technol-
ogies throughout the lesson observation.

Notice how the language and the cat-
egories of the RTOP+ guide the observer 
to seek out specific examples and details 
of classroom interaction that would assist 
the educators in pinpointing elements re-
lated to issues of school culture, equity, 
and digital technology integration. These 
were key areas of emphasis for these Uni-
versity of Tübingen Germany and OECD, 
Paris particular researchers and leaders, so 
the LSP with the RTOP+ was a good fit for 
their classroom observational activities.

Quickstop Protocol (QSP)

Because the time commitment of the 
LSP RTOP+ was extensive, a 5-minute 
“quickstop” protocol (QSP) was also 
implemented to allow for more frequent 
(several times a week) visits into class-
rooms to quickly grab a snapshot of what 
type of instructional experiences were 
occurring. The QSP (See Appendix A) 
was created by the lead researcher for 
this particular project, whose interest in 
digital technology integration was para-
mount.  Using the QSP, the observer was 
asked to categorize the type of learning 
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activity occurring (Teacher-centric, Inter-
active, Group, Individual) and the types 
of digital technologies being employed 
in the learning activity. A space for ad-
ditional notes is provided, but the check 
boxes facilitate a brief documentation of 
the experience. Because of the brevity of 
the QSP visits, it is necessary to complete 
a much larger number of these to gath-
er enough data to make informed reflec-
tions about classroom practice. Coupled 
with the LSP, the data set can yield a rich 
amount of evidence to support conversa-
tions and decisions regarding meaningful 
teaching and learning reform in schools.

4. Impact for Educational Leaders

Many educational leaders and school 
principals are looking for tools and strat-
egies that help them meet their goals of 
observing teaching in the classrooms of 
teachers they are working with.  These 
strategies need to be variable to meet 
the complicated time schedules of the 
typical busy school and also to meet the 
needs of a leader who has many fac-
ulty working with them in a building.  

At the same time it is important 
that these tools help observers fo-
cus their attention on key aspects of 
the teaching and learning process—
the work of teachers and students.  

5. Customizing Protocols to Target 
School Priorities

Educational leaders are able to locate 
a variety of observational protocols to 
assist with classroom visits. However, 
it is possible that no one instrument fits 
perfectly with a school’s vision, mission 

and priorities. For this reason, effective 
educational leaders take the initiative to 
adapt and customize observation proto-
cols to best match their school’s focus. 

In the example provided above (LSP 
and QSP), the research team added the 
paragraph on the RTOP+ about attending 
to the specific digital technologies being 
employed during a lesson, to remind the 
observer that this was a key focus for 
this school. The leaders, collaboratively 
with the teachers, had dedicated years 
of professional development related to 
digital technology integration, and they 
were all anxious to see how well they 
were doing in implementing digital tech-
nologies to support teaching and learn-
ing. Because this research occurred in 
an area that was somewhat marginalized 
because of economic disadvantages, the 
social justice focus of the “plus” (last 6 
items) of the RTOP+ were also key com-
ponents of interest to the school staff. 
With the information gathered from the 
LSP, combined with the data collected 
through the QSP observations, research-
ers were able to develop an analysis 
technique to generate a technology inte-
gration rating for each classroom. These 
ratings were then shared with individual 
teachers for conversation and reflection, 
as well as analyzed by school leaders to 
contemplate next steps in professional 
development and resource acquisition.

School leaders need to articulate the 
areas of classroom interaction and teach-
er strategies that are most important to 
them and modify existing protocols (or 
create their own observation protocols) 
that assist them in documenting those el-
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ements. The QSP shared earlier was an 
instrument that was developed by the re-
searcher, and vetted by the school staff, 
to focus on the area of digital technolo-
gy integration. The RTOP+ (LSP) has 6 
different areas of emphasis, but a school 
could certainly decide to only use one 
section of the protocol. Data collection in 
the classroom is an evolutionary process, 
so as protocols are used, educational ad-
ministrators will learn which items and 
instruments yield productive information, 
and which do not. Continuing to adapt 
protocols, with teacher feedback, will 
strengthen the usability of the data sets 
over time. Such data sets better inform 
our understanding of evidence-based 
instructional practices (EBIP) which 
also continues to develop and evolve.

6. Putting the Data to Work

Since the main focus of engaging in 
regular classroom visits should be school 
improvement, it is imperative that school 
leaders dedicate time and effort to use 
the data collected. As indicated earlier 
in this article, if a climate of collegiali-
ty and trust has been nurtured, sharing 
data with teachers, individually and col-
lectively, will flow naturally. Inviting 
teachers to participate in the analysis and 
“sense-making” of the data is a stimulat-
ing way to explore the themes of teaching 
and learning, in their personal context. 
School administrators do need to strategi-
cally plan time for these conversations to 
occur, and encourage an honest, but pro-
ductive dialogue. A result of such work 
should be identified areas of success and 
identified areas to of improvement. Cele-
brating evidence that indicates exemplary 

teaching and learning practices is a pow-
erful way to build community across the 
school staff. In addition, articulating spe-
cific areas that need improvement (relat-
ed to school initiatives and priorities) and 
creating action plans to accomplish these 
goals demonstrates commitment to utilize 
the data gleaned from classroom visits.

Conclusion

As schools continue to fine tune the 
strategies and means of increasing stu-
dent learning it has never been clearer 
that educational leaders need to be in the 
rooms and spaces where teaching is hap-
pening.  Whether stopping in a room for 
a few minutes to check on a particular 
teachers use of a questioning technique, 
or stopping to watch a teacher conduct 
an entire lesson focused on a difficult to 
teach topic identified by analyzing form-
ative assessment data the school has 
collected, teacher observations matter.  

More importantly, these observations 
can be collaborative, improvement-fo-
cused, a natural part of the milieu of 
school. They can be part of the devel-
opmental improvement strategies of the 
school.  By forming groups of teachers 
who can observe each other or work with 
the principal to observe a particular set of  
strategies across the school relationships 
focused on improvement emerge. By uti-
lizing different modes of observations—
longstops using tools such as RTOP+ and 
short stops using tools such as the QSP, a 
significant number of data points begin to 
help the school create an image of itself.

Forms of observation continue to 
evolve.  It is important that they become 
contextualized for the particular setting in 



Vol. 2, No 2/2015Contemporary Educational Leadership

83

which they are getting used, educational 
leaders will have more and more ways of 
stepping in to the classroom, watching 
the aha moments of new student under-
standings, and developing the collegial 
culture of watching.  Educational lead-
ers need to develop what Senge (2006) 
has called systems leadership.  Leaders 
working to develop systems leadership 
look around the school and look around 
the classrooms in it. They ask them-
selves how is this environment function-
ing? Where does it appear to be headed?  

Teaching and learning are social acts.  
Teaching and learning is best when it oc-
curs in the natural interactions between 
someone who knows something and 
someone who wants to know something, 
even better when both know a bit of some-
thing to add to a great whole.  Watching 
these moments moves us from pixels to 
picture, from assumptions to data-based 
findings, from hidden behind the doors of 
a classroom to out in the open and open to 
growth.  A picture of the future we can build 
through our observations and our actions. 
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Abstract

The author, a primary school prin-
cipal, reflects upon 15 years working 
in the same very small school and sug-
gests three ways of caring for such a 
school. He argues that all experienced 
small school principals are, simultane-
ously, and to varying degrees, system 
followers, stewards and administrators. 
However, inexperienced principals need 
to develop these ways of being begin-
ning with star-followership, moving 
onto stewardship, and finally school ad-
ministrator. Each way of being respon-
sible for a school is discussed in depth.

Keywords: administration, manage-
ment, leadership, stewardship, small 
school 

Introduction

Southworth (2005), the editor of the 
book, ‘Developing Leadership: Cre-
ating the Schools of Tomorrow,’ sum-
marised the work of his 18 contributors 
and formed the very strong opinion that 
school leadership is contingency based. 
He stated that while some general prin-
ciples about leadership can be taught and 
learnt; outstanding leadership is, ‘exqui-
sitely sensitive to the context in which it 
is exercised (p.159).’ From this standpoint 
Southworth (2005 p.160) then raised the 
question of how much leadership devel-
opment should be, ‘context specific and 
how much should be generic.’ He states 
the context relates to the type of school 
and its level of performance. Southworth 
goes on to say that the context also relates 
to the career phase of the school leader 
(i.e. is s/he beginning, emergent or expe-
rienced). 



In keeping with the title of the journal, 
‘Contemporary Educational Leadership, 
the present paper will reflect upon my 
current thinking about running my little 
school and how it might be applied to oth-
er small school settings. From the outset I 
will admit that I have no grand theory to 
share; I only offer my own theory of prac-
tice, as it stands at the moment. In this way 
my paper is at least contemporary for me, 
but is it fashionable for others? My main 
hope for my theory of practice is that it 
is at least coherent. Dorczak (2014, p.7) 
observed that, 1/ Many school manage-
ment and leadership practices have been 
transplanted from the business world and 
are ‘highly contaminated with manageri-
alism’, 2/He also states that these general 
management practices do not have an ed-
ucational imperative at their centre (p.8) 
and, 3/ That the majority come from Eng-
lish-US contexts with little sensitivity for 
other cultures (p.8). Am I guilty of these 
charges? Partly.   

I think running a small school requires 
a person to be a follower, a steward, and 
an administrator. And, while it is possi-
ble for move from follower to adminis-
trator in a linear way, the reality is, that 
depending on circumstances and experi-
ence, school principals, may sit anywhere 
along the continuum simultaneously. 
With an administrative persona one might 
observe aspects of managerialism, but 
there is, in my model at least, a clearly 
defined educational centre. Another point 
of departure between what I advocate and 
managerialism is that I see small schools 
as communities filled with people and 
not, organisations filled with functions. 
As to the third charge I have cited a lot of 
my own work but included authors from 

many other places.  

Background

This paper is subtitled, ‘reflections 
from the field.’ This is because, despite 
holding a doctorate of education, I am not 
an academic. I am a government school 
principal in the state of Victoria, Austral-
ia, and with the exception of two terms, 
one for long service leave and the other 
when I was seconded to a larger school, 
I have been the principal of my current 
school since 2002. Relating this to South-
worth’s observations above, I would de-
scribe myself as an experienced principal 
for the context in which I work. 

This year, 2016, my small rural school 
enrolled 19 primary school students. My 
staff is also small but very experienced, 
and both have been at the school longer 
than me. My business manager comes to 
my school for just one day a week and my 
part-time teacher attends on three days 
each week. Being the principal of such 
a small school means I have a substan-
tial teaching load (about 0.8) and for two 
days each week I teach the entire school 
by myself. Visiting teachers provide lan-
guage teaching (Japanese), library and art. 
My part-time teacher looks after physical 
education and the younger children (up to 
and including most of the grade twos). 

In the Victorian state education system 
educators can apply for any advertised 
position at any government school. Hir-
ing is local while salary and award con-
ditions are set centrally. School principals 
work five-year contracts and contract re-
newals are a matter for the regional direc-
tor with advice from the principal’s line 
manager and the president of the school 
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council (a parent). Every four years the 
school conducts a review of its perfor-
mance and develops a quadrennial strate-
gic plan outlining its intentions in student 
achievement, student engagement and 
student wellbeing, as well as productivity 
improvements. Each year, the principal 
produces an annual report for the previ-
ous year and develops an annual plan for 
the current year. The principal and every-
one who works in the school is expected 
to have a personal development plan for 
that year. A line manager works with the 
principal to develop his/her plan, while 
it is the principal who performs that task 
for the staff within the school. Successful 
completion of the performance plan leads 
to pay increases until the upper range is 
reached. Terminating employment is not 
easy and is managed by central office. 

During my time as the principal of my 
school I completed a part-time doctorate 
of education where I compared and con-
trasted how teaching and non-teaching 
principals fostered culture in their schools 
(Farrell, 2009). And, for five years I co-
ordinated a leadership development pro-
gram for local teachers seeking promo-
tion or positions of responsibility (Farrell, 
2014a). Since my doctorate I have written 
refereed papers, magazine articles, the-
ses, and personal memos. These can be 
found on academia.edu; I have a visible 
reflective practice and this essay reflects 
my own views not necessarily the depart-
ment of education I work for. 

 
System Follower

I would argue that few school princi-
pals are entirely independent of accounta-
bility as all schools function within a reg-

ulatory legal framework. In addition to 
these formal frameworks, principals will 
often belong to clusters, networks and/or 
regional grouping of schools, each with 
their own demands and ways of operating. 
Principals will maintain personal, and/or 
institutional, membership of professional 
associations and many of these have certi-
fication programs. There is also the school 
itself. Any school with a history will have 
in place systems for the development and 
management of the budget, preserving 
infrastructure and providing resources, 
and dealing with staff. There will be es-
tablished procedures for planning, and 
for solving problems. Therefore, I think 
all contemporary school principals must 
practice followership. In previous writing 
I have made much of the general disposi-
tions of followers (Farrell, 2014a, p.24) 
but here only one kind has relevance to 
the present discussion. Star-followers are 
positive, dynamic, self-starting people 
who can work without supervision and 
add value to the organisation. They are 
active agents in their professional lives; 
and to me that sounds like an effective 
school principal.    

In a study of Russian and Belarus fol-
lowers, Prilipko, Antelo and  Henderson 
(2011,p.88) determined that desirable fol-
lowership attributes could be ranked in 
order of importance. These were: 
1) Reliability as a group member, 
2) A facility for supporting others, 
3) A facility for contribution to the group, 
4) Conceptual understanding, 
5) Emotional intelligence, 
6) A facility for group relations and func-
tions, 
7) A facility for effective communication, 
8) Flexibility, 

Vol. 2, No 2/2015Contemporary Educational Leadership

89



9) Motivation for goal accomplishment, 
10) A facility for interpersonal relations, 
11) Tolerance, and 
12) A facility for learning and embracing 
change. 

They found there was little difference 
between men and women with respect to 
the ranking of any of the attributes listed 
and while this is an ordinal ranking, it is 
interesting to note that a facility for learn-
ing and embracing change was ranked 
last by the study group. It is noteworthy 
that task-based qualities like being reli-
able, supportive, and able to contribute 
to, and understand the work, were rated 
more highly than interpersonal attributes. 
Prilipko et. al. (2011, p.89) concluded 
that:

[W]e posit that the process of  follow-
ers‘ attributes development can be por-
trayed as a  staircase: A gradual  pro-
gression  from  novice  to intermediate to 
expert skill levels. However, it is critical 
to keep in mind that the process of fol-
lower attributes development is a unique 
process, which has its own route for each 
individual; there is no known general 
model for the development of follower-
ship skills.

In Chapter 1 of their book, Situated 
Learning: Legitimate Peripheral Partici-
pation, Lave and Wenger (1991) discuss 
communities of practice and the concept 
of legitimate peripheral participation and 
the socialising effect this has on the nov-
ice as they gravitate, in a centripetal way, 
towards the attitudes, values and practic-
es of the more experienced performers 
in that work space. I would argue that 
the gradual accrual of knowledge, skills 

and pre-dispositions of the star-follower, 
can build to the point when that person 
is ready for greater responsibility and ac-
countability; they are ready to take on a 
small school.

School Steward

Sergiovanni’s (2006, 1992) steward-
ship model emphasises schools as com-
munities rather than organisations, where 
meaning is of more importance than be-
haviour. Under a stewardship approach 
all the stakeholders share a moral purpose 
around meeting the needs of students and 
it is the model I advocate for people taking 
charge of small schools like my own for 
the first time. It requires all of the attrib-
utes present in the star-follower discussed 
above, plus these three: 1/ A facility to act 
professionally, 2/ A facility to manage 
time and energy and, 3/ multi-level teach-
ing expertise (Farrell, 2010,p.23). 

According to one dictionary definition 
to be professional is to demonstrate skill, 
competence, expertise, ability, effective-
ness, and to be qualified. However, Burns 
(2008, p.4) has noted that the appellation 
of professional to various occupations 
and operations had changed over time 
and that far more claimants exist today 
than in earlier times. Burns (2008,p.12) 
stated that past ideas of professionalism 
were concerned with legal and ethical 
terms predicated on a principled response 
based on a fiduciary relationship with the 
client, to what is now a justification in 
the expectation of compliance from the 
professional to act professionally. This 
is a contrasting view of the profession-
als of earlier times who were expected to 
demonstrate far more independence and 
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suffer much less scrutiny. When I iden-
tified the criteria, to act professionally, 
my intended meaning encompassed both 
the steward carrying out their duties in a 
way that acts for the benefit of others (i.e. 
fiduciary) and compliance with my em-
ployers expectations with respect to my 
performance. Burns (2008, p.10) won-
dered whether professional behaviour 
was more to do with, ‘individual com-
mitments not individual integrity’. To act 
professionally, in the sense of being the 
steward of a small school, is to act within 
the regulatory legal framework, meeting 
the normative-instrumental expectations 
of the system, and to commit to a fiduci-
ary relationship with the stakeholders in 
the school. 

The facility to manage time and energy 
is critical if one is not to be overwhelmed 
by the range of tasks carried out by the 
small school principal (Starr and White, 
2008). Small school principals perform 
many of the same tasks as their larger 
school colleagues but without the support 
of a leadership team or clerical support 
(p. 3). Some of these tasks are important 
and some are urgent, but not all urgent 
tasks are important. Experienced and ef-
fective school stewards are able to weigh 
up the potential consequences of an op-
portunity asking the question, will this be 
good for the school or a future problem? 
In very small schools there may be little 
or no chance to delegate and it is the prin-
cipal who will expend valuable time and 
energy ‘managing’ an opportunity. Under 
these conditions leverage becomes an im-
portant concept for the school steward to 
understand. Leverage is about getting the 
greatest return from the least amount of 
effort and/or expenditure of resources. 

With this in mind, the school commu-
nity and small school principal must be 
aligned around a set of shared values so 
that the school takes on those opportuni-
ties that prosecute its agenda and ignores 
those that do not.  

Schools are awash with events, some 
of which might be described as a criti-
cal incident or crisis (Farrell, 2013). For 
small school principals the more adverse 
situations generally involve people:

Good stakeholder relationships are 
especially important in any school but 
they are critical in a small school setting, 
where for more successful leaders, these 
relationships form part of the [approach] 
by which they lead and manage their 
school. The leaders of the small schools 
in this study reacted to these situations 
by remaining focussed on students and 
their needs, and by being outwardly pro-
fessional in their response, because the 
fallout can divide the community. When 
a situation was particularly difficult, they 
would do their homework, seek outside 
specialist advice, and/or follow laid-down 
processes and departmental procedures. 
These small school leaders appeared to 
accept that ‘winning’ is not necessary to 
a successful resolution but sometimes the 
only possible outcome was that people 
moved on and left the school and that, 
this too, was a process that needed to be 
properly managed. (Farrell, 2013,p.4)

Finally, the most demanding task for 
the teaching principal is teaching a mul-
ti-level classroom (Farrell, 2009, p.129). 
As I write this and reflect on my own 
school of 19 students I have five foun-
dation students, two grade ones, three 
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grade twos, four grade threes, four grade 
fours, a grade five and no grade six stu-
dents. One student is funded for intellec-
tual disability and one is clearly autistic 
with speech pathology. Another student 
appears to be operating at secondary 
school level in some of areas of the cur-
riculum. In fact, many students are ahead 
of their grade expectation and a couple 
are below. As a registered school we are 
expected to follow the department’s state 
curriculum and this has been the subject 
of much thought by me (Farrell, 2014b). 
It is difficult to cover the curriculum in 
the way a larger school might with teach-
ers and classes for each grade and scope 
and sequence documents for each subject. 
In a small school environment much de-
pends on the make-up and motivation of 
the children in the class. It is a situation 
that has to be managed. Our school’s ped-
agogical approach is called the ‘Six Rs’ 
while our delivery of curriculum is called 
the ‘Six Ways of Thinking.’ 

The Six Rs are: reading, writing, ‘rith-
matic, researching, retelling and rea-
soning. These approaches are integrated 
where possible so that our students can 
integrate their learning and teachers make 
better use of time. The first three Rs are 
common enough in any primary school. 
Researching is about finding things out 
and differentiating between quality infor-
mation and those ideas not backed up by 
the evidence. Retelling is about sharing 
ideas, concepts and information in ways 
that are orthodox or novel. And we say 
that a person who can reason can appre-
ciate different points of view, and make 
sensible arguments for their own. 

The Six Rs approach does extend into 
the senior class. However, the senior class 

curriculum has many more subjects than 
the juniors, and to teach these in an au-
thentic way we have developed our own 
Six Ways of Thinking; which are: 

1) Thinking with Language, 
2) Thinking Mathematically, 
3) Thinking Aesthetically, 
4) Thinking Scientifically, 
5) Thinking Systematically and, 
6) Situated Thinking.

Every subject in our state curriculum 
can be re-cast into a way of thinking and 
thus by focussing on the intent rather than 
the specifics of a subject we can deliver 
a coherent and well thought out curricu-
lum to a multi-level classroom (Farrell, 
2014b). 

My theory of practice is that star-fol-
lowers can develop the pre-disposition 
necessary for school administration if 
they transition through the school stew-
ard model. This interim step of being 
professional, in both a fiduciary and in a 
normative-instrumental sense, a manager 
of time and energy through being true to 
agreed upon values, applying the concept 
of leverage to their work, and accepting 
that what is done is about the community 
and not about winning. Being an effec-
tive teacher of a multi-level classroom 
was critical as it is here where the least 
amount of support will be found. While 
this is considered an interim step, small 
school principals may remain in steward 
mode for much of their working lives. My 
proposal, based upon my own experience 
is that the evolving small school principal 
should, in time, develop an administrator 
persona.
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School Administrator

From the outset, I do have reservations 
about the word leadership. It is such a 
contestable word and it, along with terms 
like management and bureaucrat, can 
mean different things to different peo-
ple. One definition I like is that provided 
by Edwin Schein (1992,p.12), ‘Leaders 
change the culture, managers live in one.’ 
My own preference is to use the word ad-
ministrator as an umbrella label beneath 
which manager, leader and bureaucrat 
can comfortably sit. All three, are to my 
mind, simply biases or orientations to ad-
ministration and each can exist in pure 
or blended forms simultaneously (Farrell 
2009,p.13). Not all school events, tasks 
and relationships require leadership in the 
sense of, ‘follow me I know where we are 
going,’ some things are routine while oth-
ers need very specific management.

A leadership-orientated school admin-
istrator looks to change the culture of the 
organisation rather than live within it. S/
he thinks very long term and strategically. 
The leadership style is transformational 
and big on communication (that is that we 
share a sense of mission and are empow-
ered to act).

The bureaucratic administrator deals 
with the routine day to day issues of run-
ning their school through reacting rather 
than being proactive. There is a reliance 
on systems and processes and the admin-
istrative style may be transactional (that 
is I have things that you want and you 
will do what I want to get those things). 

A managerial school administrator is 
more proactive and future orientated. S/
he acts on values, sets targets, makes and 
implements plans and organises resourc-

es. The mind-set is tactical rather than 
routine or strategic. The administrative 
style is normative-instrumental (that is 
we are all professionals here and we all 
know how professionals are expected to 
behave). 

In my doctoral research (Farrell, 2009) 
I compared and contrasted principals with 
high teaching loads (teaching-principals) 
with principals with high administrative 
loads (non-teaching principals) and had 
my study group rank their felt responsi-
bilities. The responsibilities are shown 
here in alphabetical order (p. 55): 
1) Curriculum (combines teaching and 
learning),
2) Data.
3) Finance (combines budgets and grant 
applications and some auditing responsi-
bility),
4) Infrastructure (combines buildings and 
grounds, audits and inspections),
5) Liaison (combines community role, re-
porting to others, networking),
6) Planning,
7) Resources, 
8) Safety, security and welfare,  
9) Staff (combines staffing, staff perfor-
mance and development), and
10) Students.

I observed in my small study of ex-
perienced principals (Farrell 2009), that 
the most significant responsibility felt by 
teaching-principals was for, ‘Students’ 
followed by ‘Staff’ and then ‘Liaison’ 
(p.108). For my non-teaching principals 
they ranked, ‘Data’ first and ‘Planning’ 
a very close second and placed ‘Curric-
ulum’ third (p.109). The major differenc-
es between the two groups centres on the 
place of ‘Students’ which was the focus 
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of teaching-principals and the importance 
of ‘Data’ and the ‘Plan’ for non-teaching 
principals to lead change in their schools. 

For the non-teaching principals in my 
small study, ‘Students’ and ‘Curriculum’ 
are bureaucratic responsibilities while 
teaching-principals manage their ‘Stu-
dents’ and their ‘Curriculum’. Another 
difference was around ‘Finance’ and ‘Re-
sources’ where teaching-principals han-
dle this bureaucratically and non-teaching 
principals manage these responsibilities. 
(Farrell, 2009 p. 124)

In my opinion a school administra-
tor needs to exhibit the following eight 
pre-dispositions in addition to those al-
ready mentioned for the star-follower and 
school steward above. These are: 
1) Communicate and get commitment, 
2) Risk goodwill and lead, 
3) Delegate and empower, 
4) Implement bureaucratic systems, 
5) Exercising your authority,
6) Use an educational management mod-
el, 
7) Fix broken relationships, and
8) Use an evidence-based decision-mak-
ing process. 

Of my eight pre-dispositions for 
school administrator three come under 
my definition of a leadership bias. Lead-
ership is made evident in the things you 
say and do and how you bring people 
with you and empower them with your 
vision. A vision can only be shared if it 
is spoken or written about by the many 
stakeholders affected. And it can only be 
committed to after there has been the time 
and space to consider it in full. The abil-
ity to facilitate effective communication 
was an attribute of a star-follower, albeit 

listed in seventh place, while the school 
steward had a responsibility for prose-
cuting a shared agenda and ensuring all 
stakeholders are aligned behind it. What 
changes for a school administrator com-
pared to the school steward is the scale of 
communication and level of commitment 
required from followers. Having a vision 
is a completely different mind-set to sim-
ply maintaining an orderly environment. 
As is said in the vernacular, ‘you have 
to walk the walk and talk the talk.’ Your 
stakeholders should not be surprised by 
what you say or do, nor about the things 
you promise to do. Your communication 
and commitment to the school and the 
people concerned with it has to be coher-
ent, consistent and complete and, in the 
case of a vision, captivating. 

The school administrator must be 
prepared to risk goodwill and lead their 
schools. The fiduciary mind-set of the 
school steward is based on the commu-
nity trusting the principal to, ‘do things 
right rather than doing the right thing.’ 
School stewards realise that goodwill is 
a currency that is hard to earn but all too 
quickly spent,’ and they need to be very 
aware of the constraints imposed by their 
context (Starr and White, 2008). Howev-
er, the leadership bias of a school admin-
istrator demands that some risks have to 
be taken. Prilipko et. al. (2011) noted that 
embracing change and learning was the 
last ranked attribute of followers while 
Schein (1992, p.12) noted that leaders 
create and change culture while managers 
live within them. It is important to realise 
that I am not talking about an all or noth-
ing risk, but any proposed change needs 
to be communicated to the appropriate 
stakeholders and endorsed by them. 
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In his book, ‘The Theory and Practice 
of Educational Administration,’ Musaazi 
(1982) provides a great discussion about 
delegation. What responsibilities to dele-
gate, both formally, and informally, will 
depend on the nature of the task, the skills 
and experience of the available subordi-
nates and the climate of acceptance ap-
parent in the organization. A part of good 
administration is the ability to discrim-
inate between those tasks we should do 
ourselves and those we might delegate to 
others. Delegation difficulties can arise 
due to a lack of confidence in the capa-
bilities of one’s subordinates or concerns 
about overburdening them, especially 
for a small staff (Farrell, 2009, p.107). 
Prilipko et. al. (2011,p.83) observed that 
empowerment only occurred between ef-
fective [star] followers and effective lead-
ers [administrators]; noting that empow-
erment could only take place where the 
follower had a conceptual understanding 
of the task. In my small doctoral study 
(Farrell, 2009,p.106) I observed that 
teaching-principals appeared to delegate 
tasks that freed up their time contrast-
ing with their non-teaching colleagues 
who tended to pass on more noteworthy 
tasks to their subordinates. Delegation 
and empowerment are keys to distributed 
leadership and to the growth and devel-
opment of star-followership (Prilipko et. 
al., 2011,p.83). 

Just two pre-dispositions for a school 
administrator might be considered bu-
reaucratic and they are implementing 
bureaucratic systems and exercising au-
thority. Bureaucracies exist because they 
handle the routine day-to-day tasks very 
well however, as a consequence of their 
size, small schools tend not to have many 

procedures or protocols in place and thus, 
are at risk of having to re-learn what to 
do every single time they are faced with 
a normal but irregular situation, or worse, 
being inconsistent in their response to 
common issues (e.g. enrolling a student 
mid-year). For the school steward much 
has been made of his/her professional-
ism and fiduciary duty to the school but 
what if the principal or a member of staff 
changes? Will the new person respond 
in exactly the same way as the previous 
incumbent? Without making reference to 
existing documentation and practice, the 
answer is probably no. The fully evolved 
school administrator will have imple-
mented bureaucratic systems. 

To do their work school principals 
are given the authority to lead and man-
age their organizations. Authority is the 
power to make decisions. A superior has 
the power to transmit a decision with the 
reasonable expectation that it will be ac-
cepted by a subordinate, who in turn has 
an expectation that such decisions will be 
transmitted, and will adjust his/her behav-
iour in line with this expectation (Musaa-
zi, 1982). However, how a school admin-
istrator exercises power and authority is 
mediated by the organizational culture of 
their workplace. In school steward mode 
a principal may never make a tough de-
cision like doing the right thing and 
changing the school’s direction or calling 
someone on their behaviour. 

Three pre-dispositions for school ad-
ministration might be considered mana-
gerial and these are educational manage-
ment, fixing broken relationships, and 
evidence-based decision-making. Devel-
oping the pre-disposition for educational 
management rather than that of a class-
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room teacher with some administrative re-
sponsibilities means taking on the biases 
of the non-teaching principals discussed 
earlier. Where data and the plan take on 
greater importance than they might have 
previously under a purely steward-based 
approach. In addition, curriculum, school 
finances and resources (physical and hu-
man) might be dealt with in a more man-
agerial way rather than simply reacting 
or responding to situations. This shift of 
emphasis does not mean that students and 
staff become less important to you.  

Insisting on positive stakeholder re-
lationships should be a matter of bu-
reaucratic routine but all too often it is 
the cause of the greatest strain and some 
relationships have to be managed. In my 
doctoral study (Farrell, 2009, p.135) I 
concluded that schools with dysfunction-
al stakeholder relationships may benefit 
from outside assistance because positive 
relationships are critical to school culture. 
I observed that some of my participants, 
all experienced, failed to achieve even 
normative-instrumental relationships be-
cause of argumentative staff, fractured 
school councils, misbehaving students, 
irrational parents, and/or due to the high 
turnover of relatively inexperienced staff. 
While each relationship with a stakehold-
er can have unique characteristics, the 
school’s processes have to be coherent 
and consistent. If there is to be any fallout 
resulting from the breakdown then head 
office will be concerned departmental 
guidelines and directions were observed. 

A notable pre-disposition of experi-
enced non-teaching principals in my doc-
toral study was the importance they placed 
on data and the plan to drive change in 
their school (Farrell, 2009,p.109). They 

employed evidence-based decision-mak-
ing to implement a well-thought out 
plan where all resources are managed to 
achieve a clearly defined outcome. In my 
introduction I explained that each year 
I undergo an annual performance plan 
process and write a one-year plan for 
the school for the upcoming year. This 
12-month plan is derived from a quad-
rennial strategic plan. It is important that 
these plans do not become ends in them-
selves. It is equally important that they 
represent real targets requiring authentic 
work. Sending a plan back and forth be-
tween the school and head office so that 
the language looks right is not a good use 
of time or energy. Usually at my school, 
the plans are already being worked on be-
fore head office signs off on them.  

My construct of a school administra-
tor is a mix of bureaucratic, managerial 
and leadership biases. Bureaucratic at-
tributes included implementing bureau-
cratic systems, and using authority. Man-
agerial attributes were concerned with 
becoming an educational manager, using 
an evidence-base for decision-making 
and planning, and fixing broken relation-
ships. The leadership attributes applied to 
communication and commitment, risking 
goodwill and leading, and delegation and 
empowerment. It is not necessary to im-
plement each attribute at once. Neither 
is it necessary to generate them from all 
within. The system you work for will 
have its own expectations and account-
abilities and by complying with these, 
being a star-follower to the system and 
the steward of your school, many of the 
attributes attributed to school administra-
tor discussed above will be brought to the 
fore.
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Conclusion

In my judgement, caring for a school 
is contextual and, while much is written 
about school leadership, it would be fair 
to say that it is not about small school 
leadership. And yet, this is where many 
principal careers begin. This essay is con-
cerned with small school leadership and 
how to make the transition from a star-fol-
lower to school administrator via the 
school stewardship model. For some in-
dividuals the full transition may not hap-
pen until they take up the reins of a larger 
school but for others, myself included, 
being responsible for a small school is 
professionally and personally satisfying 
and may well be an end-point in itself. 
My theory of practice suggests that the 
journey to school leadership begins with 
star-followership, and thus it begins with 
a person’s first appointment as a begin-
ning teacher. Some individuals will fail, 
or choose not to cross, this first hurdle 
and never achieve star-followership, but 
many will succeed and the time and effort 
taken to accrue the attributes of star-fol-
lowership are not wasted, they are valued 
and necessary to being a principal. Next, 
in my jurisdiction at least, the person ap-
plies for and is appointed the principal of 
a small, usually rural, school. That means 
becoming a system follower and being 
responsible for everything in the school. 
This is where my theory of practice rec-
ommends you become the steward of 
your school. This model is a worthy way 
to be in its own right, but more important-
ly, it gives you the time and space to grow 
into the school administrator persona. My 
theory of practice uses the word admin-
istrator as an umbrella term for leader, 

manager and bureaucrat. As the evolving 
principal gains experience s/he will be all 
of these things depending on the issue, 
the context, and the people involved. On 
becoming an administrator, we do not dis-
card what it is to be a steward: Being pro-
fessional in a fiduciary and accountability 
sense, being an effective user of time and 
energy, and having multi-level teaching 
expertise. These are each fantastic at-
tributes for any school principal to have.
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