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ABSTRACT
NAILA BURNEY CHUGHTAI

School principals play a significant role in the effective running of schools. They 

are confronted by countless demands, expectations and challenges while trying to 

maintain balance in their decision-making about contradictory, yet complementary, 

considerations, such as the emphases to place on pedagogy/education, 

democracy/authority and pastoral care/academic teaching. The main purpose of this 

study was to examine these dualisms on the part of Irish second-level principals. 

Specifically, the research looks at their background influences and the impact of these 

on their current practices especially in the ways they communicate and interact, both 

with people in their schools and external agencies linked to the schools.

Narratives were obtained through semi-strucmred, in-depth interviews of 21 

second level school principals opportunistically selected from secondary, vocational, 

community and comprehensive schools. The data were analysed through narrative and 

thematic lenses. As a qualitative study of leadership in general, and school leadership 

in particular, the work looks at the construction of personal and professional identities 

of selected Irish school principals (employing the lens of constructionism). It considers 

also their social, contextual and situational interactions (employing the lens of 

interactionism), the interpretation of these encounters (employing the lens of 

interpretivism) and, finally, interventions on the part of the principals to deal with 

internal and external demands and expectations (employing the lens of interventionism).

Results revealed that the principals’ background characteristics played important 

roles in shaping their leadership styles, hi addition, it was found that, although most of 

the time principals adhered to the principles of ethical leadership by establishing 

balance in the rival concerns of pedagogy/education, democracy/authority and pastoral 

care/academic teaching, occasionally they diverted from their ideals due to the principal 

dilemma of juggling external and internal pressures and demands. Implications for Irish 

second level schools are discussed.
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SECTION 1 - CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY:

Human lives 'merit ’ narration not only because they can he exemplary and heroic hut 
also because they should not be forgotten (Kerby 1991, p 53).

Growing up in a rich culture of folklore and stories narrated to me by my 

grandparents and parents and belonging to a family in which everybody had some 

anecdote or story to share about themselves or about someone whom they had met 

along the way, gave me an ear for narratives (personal and otherwise), accompanied by 

the willingness and patience to listen. In short, it got me on the way of becoming a 

‘good’ teacher. For me, as a student, a ‘good’ teacher was one who saw me for who I 

was, listened to what T had to say and gave importance to my ideas; a teacher who 

showed that she/he cared enough about students, not just wanting to see them through 

examinations, but also to see them successful in life. As a mother, 1 feel that 1 am 

following the cycle of sharing anecdotes from my life with my son in an attempt to give 

him an insight into my past. Thus, although one person, I carry out different roles, in 

different situations and in the face of different expectations. In my role-playing as a 

researcher I look at how the different roles performed by Irish second-level principals 

and the experiences they encounter during their lives, influence their performance, 

behaviour and decisions as school leaders.

My parents’ influence was the strongest force that got me to where I am today. I 

shall discuss that influence a little later in this chapter. However, it was this background 

that led me to my love for narratives and stories, led me to studying English literature 

for my Master’s and then to sharing that literature with my students for almost 13 years. 

It finally led me to my research participants: Irish second-level principals whose stories 

I have explored and studied in the hope of finding answers to questions that I carried 

with me during my time as a teacher and as a researcher. I worked on the premise that 

‘who a researcher is, is central to what the researcher does’ (Bullough & Pinnegar 2001, 

p 13). I felt that at the end of this research I had a clearer understanding of who I was 

and what I might do in life as a result of responses offered by the participating 

principals about their previous experiences and influences.

In trying to understand the important role played by Irish second-level principals 

I discovered a Zeitgeist dominated by considerable research and writing about the idea
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of leadership. Relevant authors included: Hodgkinson (1983); Yukl (1989); Zaleznik 

(1992); Hollander (1995); Day, Harris, Hadfield, Tolley and Beresford (2000); Kotter 

(1990); Bums (2003) and Sergiovanni (2007) to name just a few. For me it was an 

attractive field since I had grown up in a country in which, ever since its inception, there 

had been a considerable stmggle to pull away from the colonised mentality of the past 

and to try to establish an original and relevant role for leaders (relevant to the needs of 

the people). The development, in other words, of leadership to deal with issues facing 

the people. Politics as a field had never really appealed to me; however, the idea of 

principalship was important for me, important enough for me to want to study it in some 

depth. Thus, in my research, through the study of narratives of Irish second-level 

principals, I have tried to understand principals as individuals who bring their past 

influences and experiences to their roles as school leaders and to their reasons for 

selecting the policies they do for their schools. I also wanted to investigate the effort 

made (or not made) by principals in developing positive relationships with teachers and 

students through open communication and interaction. Research indicates that such a 

positive atmosphere encourages a healthy working environment for the entire school 
community (Hoy & Henderson, 1983; Rosenholtz, 1985, 1989; Leithwood, Leonard & 

Sharratt, 1998; Leithwood, Jantzi & Steinbach, 1999; Hoy, Smith & Sweetland, 2002; 

Louis et al., 2010). In particular, I looked into the possibility that ethical school 

principals can encourage innovation and commitment in staff and students in such a 

way as to promote willingness to work towards shared goals, as suggested by some 

researchers (for example: Moolenaar, Daly & Sleegers, 2010) by creating a balance 

between the exercise of contradictory yet complementary ideas of democracy/authority 

and pastoral care/academic teaching.

By ethics I mean the same as what Mackenzie (1929) and Haynes (1998) refer to 

as simply a study of good conduct and behaviour. And good conduct for me exemplifies 

both ‘ethics and competence’ (Ciulla 1995, p 5). Thus, although I understand the 

arguments presented by Field (1932) against the attempts at trying to understand the 

idea of ethics by establishing ‘definitions which will be generally and immediately 

accepted and recognizably applicable to the objects of our study’ (p 84) I also 

acknowledge the importance of having a clear understanding of what ethical behaviour, 

on the part of a group leader entails. Mackenzie focuses on the importance of personal 

conduct and the idea of service geared towards the attainment of shared aims and goals 

while following ‘the rules or general principles [external influences as discussed above]

2



by which our conduct is to be directed in order that this end may be attained’

(Mackenzie 1929, p 2). Thus, in line with this reasoning I understand ethical behaviour

on the part of a group leader to be an amalgamation of three factors, that is; leader’s

personal behaviour and integrity (Yukl 2001), her/his understanding of others within the

group with the intention of service (Yukl 2001) and setting up of common aims and

goals based on both internal and external expectations and demands ‘to develop a

communication structure that helps bring people together around shared values [...]

rather than on the polarizing of the sides’ (Lloyd & Kidder 1997, p 148).

Therefore, as suggested by Mirk (2009) a leader who acts ethically may build

her/his leadership style based on ‘core values’ that constantly focus on ‘internal

alignment’ and drive ‘outward action’ (p 20). Such leaders do not rely on mere

imposition of rules instead they adopt a more inclusive stance through positive

relationship building that helps them to transform the school culture according to

personal and group expectation. Growth of meaningful relationships and shared respect

may be maximised if the leader shows care and concern for the organisation and

respects the views and opinions of others, leading her/him to move beyond the personal

to encompass the holistic. This willingness ‘to open up and give of themselves’ while

seeking support externally from other leaders and supervisors in the field; and internally

from within the organisation builds a collaborative process of ‘learning and growth’ that
may take the leader from being good to great (Mirk 2009, pp 20-22). Thus, by creating a

balance between their identities as ethical persons and ethical leaders they are able to

‘find ways to focus the organization’s attention on ethics and values and to infuse the

organization with principles that will guide the actions of all employees’ (Trevino,

Hartman & Brown 2000, p 128) towards the attainment of common goals. Brown and

Mitchell (2010) support the argument presented by Trevino et al. (2000) about people in

power being both ‘strong moral persons and moral managers ... to be seen as ethical

leaders by those around them’ (p 585) because one without the other will lead followers

to label them as ‘hypocrites, failing to practice what they preach’ or being ‘ethically

“neutral”’ and not caring about ethics (p 585).

Ethical leaders are relevant role models because they occupy powerful and 
visible positions in organizational hierarchies that allow them to capture their 
follower’s attention. They communicate ethical expectations through formal 
processes (e.g., rewards, policies) and personal example (i.e., interpersonal 
treatment of others) (Brown & Mitchell 2010, p 585).



Thus, by ethical behaviour I mean actions that exhibit leaders as compassionate 

and affable individuals who uphold qualities of fairness in developing relationships with 

others around them. Actions that highlight a strong sense of accountability in the leaders 

for their own and others’ behaviour in following ‘high ethical standards and put[ting] 

those above self or company interests’ (Weaver, Trevino & Agle 2005, p 328); and 

behaviours that encourage pellucidity in leaders by recognising and acknowledging 

their own and others’ failures while attempting to transfomi these failures into learning 

experiences. Finally, actions and behaviours that showcase the leaders’ humility, 

commitment and desire for sacrificing personal welfare for others’ well-being (Weaver, 

Trevino & Agle 2005, p 328).

Moving from the idea of leadership ethics I progressed towards the idea of 

exploring ethics within the area of principalship in second-level schools in Ireland. My 

reasons for selecting the Irish post-primary/second-level schools and their principals 

were three-fold; firstly, because I came to Ireland to support my husband through his 

PhD, so the Irish context was inevitable; secondly, through my own experience I had 

seen the positive impact that ethical school leaders could have on the improvement and 

development of teachers and smdents, as the literature notes (Greenberg, et al. 2005). 

And, finally, as an esteemed colleague once told me ‘at the age they [teenage pupils] are 

at we can make them or break them, since it is an extremely vulnerable stage’. Evidence 

shows that because the brain is extremely pliable during adolescence, it is more 

vulnerable to external influences (Blakemore, 2008). Therefore, it becomes even more 

important for second-level principals to have the compassion and ethical inclination 

needed to provide timely and considered support to teachers so they can positively 

influence their students’ development, as suggested by authors including; Slater (2011); 

Day, Leithwood and Sammons (2008); and Leithwood and Riehl (2003). Thus, I was 

persuaded that adolescence was the key period to examine, principals were the key 

people to investigate and the Irish school system was to provide the contextual 

background to my research. Hence, I began a study of Irish second-level principals.

Chapter One gives a brief overview of the structure of this research. I begin by 

presenting the contextual background to my study, while focusing on the Irish context. 

Key terms and ideas that have been investigated and explored are briefly discussed. I 

conclude this chapter with a short discussion of my presence in this research as a 

reflexive-narrative researcher, on the understanding that ‘it is because we all live out 

narratives in our lives and because we understand our own lives in terms of the



narratives that we live out that the form of narrative is appropriate for understanding the 

actions of others’ (MacIntyre 1984, p 212).

1.1 CONTEXT OF THE RESEARCH:

The present study was carried out in the context of post-primary/second-level 

Irish schools. Most of the schools were in Dublin, but several schools from outside 

Dublin were also included. All the principals were interviewed in their school offices 

with the exception of two (both these principals were interviewed in hotel lobbies), in 

different locations and at different times, chosen by the interviewees. The interviews 

were semi-structured and the interviewees had not been informed about the content of 

the questions before the interviews. They had, however, been sent covering letters 

requesting them to participate in this study and been infomied about the basic concepts 

underlying the questions.

Before the interviews were conducted a pilot was carried out with three principals, 

to assess the validity and clarity of the questions being asked. There was also the need 

for me, as the interviewer, to make sure that no important questions were left out. There 

were no major changes made to the original questions that I had framed in the semi- 

structured interviews, only one question was added at the end, a question about support 

systems that are/are not in place for principals.

Statistics provided by the Irish Department of Education and Skills [DES] (2011) 

show that the number of students in second level education in Ireland at tlie time of 

writing stands at 356,107. This sector comprises voluntary secondary, vocational, 

community and comprehensive schools. There are 729 publicly-aided second level 

schools; 383 of these schools are secondary, 254 are vocational and 92 are community 

or comprehensive (DES 2011). I had to come to grips with the different types of schools 

in the second level sector before moving on, but these differences did not pose a major 

hindrance since the target population in this particular study was the principals and my 

interest was in their ethical standards, not the precise nature of their respective schools. 

However, as the interviews progressed, the influences of their particular contexts and 

the types of schools they were working in emerged as strong determinants of how they 

dealt with the issues confronting them.

A hundred and fifty-two school principals were sent letters and e-mails requesting 

them to participate in this research. Twenty-one principals agreed to take part in face-to- 

face inteiwiews. Eive of these were female principals and the remaining sixteen were
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male. Their length of experience as principals ranged from nine months to 22 years. 

Fifteen principals were from voluntary secondary schools and three of these were 

principals of fee-paying schools. The remaining six principals were from community 

colleges. Twelve schools were all-boys, three were all-girls, and the remaining six were 

co-educationai schools.

It is important to mention that all the principals who were interviewed had been 

teachers before they became principals. They all commented on their lack of preparation 

and experience before taking on the role of principal. In several cases, principals 

mentioned the help they got from having been part of middle management teams during 

their time as teachers, where, in their roles as year heads or special needs coordinators, 

they were able to gain some insight into the management of the school and, in some 

cases, be part of the policy-making team.

Almost all the principals mentioned how, in a climate in which the importance of 

education is widely acknowledged in theory, but perhaps less so in practice, principals 

are given immense responsibility without prior training or preparation, and are, all of a 

sudden, expected to manage school affairs, deal with parents, board members and 

teachers and, most importantly, be fully equipped to comprehend and deal effectively 

with the daily issues confronted by students in their schools. This was one of the many 

issues that were highlighted by the interviewees and I have discussed these at length, 

both in Chapter Two and in the discussion chapter.

1,2 DEFINITIONS:
Reviewing past literature I came across studies conducted on ethical leadership 

such as: Rost (1991); Bass and Steidlmeier (1999); Trevino, Hartman and Brown 

(2000); George (2003); Zhu, May and Avolio (2004); Brown, Trevino and Harrison 

(2005) and Northouse (2007) and others focusing on authority in leadership. The latter 

included: Heider (1958); Russell (1962); Goldman (1972); Wrong (1979); Watt (1982); 

Hollander (1985); Yukl (1989); Zimbardo and Leippe (1991) and Morriss (2002). I also 

studied the idea of democracy in leadership, as suggested by Neill (1992); Darling- 

Hammond (1996) and Jackson and McDermott (2009), but there did not seem to be any 

mention of ethically-based models of principalship that aimed to balance opposing yet 

complementary ideas such as authority/democracy and pastoral care/academic teaching. 

I thus set out to assess how school leaders adhere to the ideals of ethical leadership 

while juggling the dualistic ideas mentioned above and the ways in which they
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encompass the interplay of internal and external challenges and demands of their roles, 

in their actions and decisions.

1.2.1 Leadership;
While examining twentieth century and early twenty-first century literature on 

leadership I came across numerous definitions of leadership and, following the 

classification presented by Bass (1990), I was finally able to tabulate those most 

important for this study under two headings: leader-focused definitions and group- 

focused definitions. In other words, there are definitions dealing with the importance of 

the personality and various personal traits and qualities of the leader in deciding the 

effectiveness of the organisation and there are definitions that deal with the work and 

actions of the leader, geared towards the improvement of all members of the group.

For my research I worked with the definition of leadership presented by 

Bogardus (1928) who refers to it ‘as the creation and setting forth of exceptional 

behavioural patterns in such a way that other persons respond to them’ (quoted in; Bass 

1990, p 18). He indicates that a true leader should be understanding and compassionate 

about the different individuals in a group and respond to these differences in an 

effective manner by devising strategies that respond to the diverse needs of the entire 

group. In such a case, although the presence of the leader is important, it is far more 

important for the leader to be focused on the improvement of all members of the group. 

Leadership then becomes more group-focused, rather than focused on the leader alone. 

It becomes a process in which relational authority and mutual efforts, focused towards 

achieving common goals, are combined (Barrow, 1977; Maak & Pless 2006). This 

definition gave me a sense of the balance that I hoped to find in the styles of leadership 

being practised by the participating principals. I have partially discussed my reasons for 

selecting the ethical leadership style in the following section, but a detailed discussion is 

given of the general concept of ethical leadership and a more specific study of ethical 

school principalship in Chapter Three.

My research has highlighted the different leadership styles that some Irish 

principals have for dealing with issues pertaining to their work and I have tried to 

discern the effort they make (or fail to make) in trying to create balance in their decision 

making, as it has been suggested they should (Jones, 2004). My study was not focused 

on gender differences in leadership, though I acknowledge these may exist. However, I 

support the idea that leadership styles evolve independently of gender, as suggested by
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Powell (1990); Campbell, Bommer and Yeo (1993); Ronk (1993) and Kolb (1999). I 

did, however, look at various ways in which the principals displayed or did not display 

what is often thought of as a task-oriented, or masculine leadership style as opposed to a 

relations-oriented, or feminine leadership style, by considering their willingness to 

exercise authority, as against showing concern and compassion for staff and students, as 

advocated by Korabik (1990); Eagly and Johnson (1990) and Eagly (2005) amongst 

others.

As a teacher, this balance was what gave meaning to my classes in my 

interaction and communication with my students. Consequently, my work had 

considerable personal significance and I considered it ethical, for the simple reason that 

much planning and hard work went into devising the best possible ways of bringing 

about rich teaching and learning experiences, both for myself and my students. Ethical 

leadership is refened to as ‘the demonstration of normatively appropriate conduct 

through personal actions and interpersonal relationships, and the promotion of such 

conduct to followers through two-way communication, reinforcement, and decision- 

making’ (Brown, Trevino & Harrison 2005, p 120). Thus, 1 have followed the concept 

of ethical leadership while trying to highlight the importance of maintaining balance by 

principals in their decision-making about contradictory yet complementary ideas of 

democracy/authority and pastoral care/academic teaching, and their communications 

and interactions, both with people in their schools and external agencies linked to the 

schools.

However, I have added another dimension to the normal definition, which seems 

to have been overlooked hitherto. School principals’ decisions and planning for the 

school are directly related to external agencies, agencies operating outside the school. 

These agencies are very influential in the way schools are run by these principals. I have 

thus focused on the intermediary role of the school principal, which is vital before any 

decisions or strategies are made for the school. Schools are not isolated organisations; 

they are all linked in a broader context established by the DES, Boards of Management 

etc. The principal’s work starts with understanding the expectations of these external 

agencies through direct interaction and then interpreting these expectations in the light 

of what she/he understands about the needs of the school and the people involved in it. 

This has to be done in order to achieve a synthesis of internal and external demands. 

Such an intermediary role allows the principal to devise strategies and plans that may be 

acceptable to all involved with the school, both externally and internally. The taily
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ethical principal, in this sense, must be Janus-faced; looking two ways at once, as, to 

ignore demands from either direction might be an ethical lapse. Both are necessary, 

attending to either alone will not be sufficient. ‘Temporally speaking and applied to 

ethics, a Janus-headed model portrays the social process of resolving ethical issues as 

simultaneously looking to the past as well as to the future’ (Brady 1985, p 567). Thus, I 

present the dual characteristics of Irish second-level principals starting from their 

background influences and the impact of these on current practices, to the more specific 

methods they adopt in dealing with the needs, demands and expectations of individuals 

and agencies both inside and outside the schools.

It has been established that for leaders to be able to lead it is essential that there 

are some followers and the leader must be able to establish some form of relationship to 

carry out her/his work with the group (Hollander 1993; Russell & Stone 2002; Winston 

2002, 2003; Patterson 2003; Drury 2004; Nwogu 2004; Stone, Russell & Patterson 

2004; Irving 2005). Studies of leaders’ styles suggest that the perfomiance of followers 

changes due to the use of negative or positive feedback by leaders (for example. Day & 

Hamblin 1964). This led me to look into the influence that leaders can have on 

followers and the factors responsible for this influence, as the relationship a leader 

manages to develop with her/his team appears to influence the extent to which it is 

possible to get a team to work towards common aims (Day & Hamblin 1964; Dawson, 

Messe & Phillips 1972). However, before such a relationship can be developed in a 

school setting, it seems important for principals to play intermediary roles in trying to 

understand fully the expectations of, and directives issued by, external agencies like the 

DES, Boards of Management, etc. and then to convey that understanding to staff and 

students, in the form of internal directives, in ways that should be acceptable for all 

those involved. Thus, through such a process, principals can engage in ‘interaction [that 

is] purposeful, ethically sound and [may] result in educational benefits to the learner’ 

(Forde 2011, p 28).

1.2.2 Ethical leadership versus other leadership styles:

In dealing with various theories of leadership I was confronted with the difficult 

task of deciding which might best serve the needs of this research. It was beyond the 

scope of the study to elucidate the numerous leadership theories that have been 

presented to date. As a result, only the theories deemed most relevant are discussed.



Five of these theories focus solely on the personality of the leader; power- 

influence approaches (Wrong 1979; Hollander 1985; Yukl 1989), great man theories 

(Northouse 2007; Bass 1990; James 2009), trait theories (Stogdill 1974; Bass 1990; 

Northouse 2007; Zaccaro 2007), the skills approach (Katz 1955; Northouse 2007) and 

the style, or behavioural approach (Lewin, Lippitt & White 1939; Northouse 2007).

Situational theories (Fiedler 1972; Stogdill 1975; Bass 1990; Northouse 2007), 

personal-situational theories (Bass 1960; Richmon & Allison 2003) and contingency 

theory (Fiedler 1972; Northouse 2007) deal more with how the actions of leaders are 

directly dependent on the situations they are confronted with and their responses to 

those situations. Path-goal theory (House 1971; House & Dessler 1974; House & 

Mitchell 1974; Northouse 2007) and leader-member exchange theory (Graen, Novak & 

Sommerkamp 1982; Dansereau 1995) deal with the relationships of leaders with 

followers and how best a leader can encourage her/his followers to work towards 

common goals. Transactional/transfomiational leadership deals with the role of the 

leader in bringing about positive transformations through direct interaction and the 

quality of relationship with the followers (Burns 1978; Bass & Avolio 1993; Sarros & 

Santora 2001). Authentic leadership focuses on the authentic self of the leader and how, 

through allowing their true selves to come out, leaders may ensure relationships of tnist 

and understanding with followers (Harter 2002; Luthans & Avolio 2003; May, Chan, 

Hodges & Avolio 2003).

Through a study of the power-influence approach to leadership I tried to assess 

the impact that the actions and self-concepts of leaders may have on their being able to 

act in ‘ways that allow followers to better identify with them’ (Sosik & Dinger 2007, p 

150). Watt (1982) also argues that authority ‘must be marked by the appropriate kind of 

reason or justification’ (p 19) because without these one cannot be called authoritative. 

Watt contends that the word authoritarian, ‘carries a derogatory tone’ (p 19). An 

authoritarian person or government, etc carries out actions that are thought to be 

‘unreasonably restrictive and coercive’ (p 19) resulting in repression and feelings of 

injustice.

In studying the concept of authority I was conscious of the danger of an 

imbalance and how authority, and the power that may go with it, can be abused. Having 

worked on the importance of ethics, authority and strategy in leadership I have included 

a discussion of the concept of democracy, since research shows that it is this that may 

allow a more ethical forni of leadership to develop (Cohen 2006; Jackson & McDermott
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2009). Authority without any form of democracy or freedom is tyranny, but freedom 

without any form of authority or instruction might result in chaos (Bumheim 1989; 

Pettit 1999). However, democratic school leaders may help to enhance the confidence 

of their teachers which, in turn, may lead to greater confidence on the part of students 

(Darling-Hammond 1996; Jackson and McDemiott 2009) without lapsing into either 

tyranny or chaos.

Finally, ethical leadership, which is said to be facing a crisis ‘in nearly every 

sector of professional life, both organizationally and societally’ (Winston 2007, p 230) 

may offer great benefits by establishing the leader’s reputation and integrity in a way 

that may lead to greater authenticity and reliability and the achievement of greater levels 

of trust from followers, as suggested by Bass and Steidlmeier (1999); Trevino, Hartman 

and Brown (2000); Kanungo (2001); and Zhu, May and Avolio (2004) and Northouse 

(2007). Ethical leadership is at the heart of the present study, since I was interested in 

assessing the role of ethics in the ways leaders conducted their work and the 

relationships that evolved as a result of such ethical behaviour. Various studies have 

focused on principals’ personal values and moral purposes (Sergiovanni 1992), their 

understanding of their roles as facilitators in developing communities of learners (Barth 

1990; Senge 1990), their ability to bring about positive change by transforming schools 

(Sergiovanni 1995) and their capacity to offer freedom for teachers to practise their 

creativity (Day, Harris & Hadfield 2001).

However, there seemed to be a dearth of research on the work done by Irish 

school principals while acting as mediators between their schools and external agencies 

such as the Churches, DES, Inspectorate, Boards of Management, parents and parents’ 

associations, and teachers’ unions, etc. This intermediary role on the part of ethical 

school leaders in Ireland has not yet been investigated. In my research I have 

investigated the existing definitions of ethical leadership and used the definition 

presented by Brown, Trevino and Harrison (2005), who focus on the personal attributes 

of the leader in developing positive relationships with followers through open 

communication and collaborative work. But I have gone beyond that because I felt that 

there was a gap in this, as it isolated the organisation from external agencies which 

directly impact on and influence decisions made by the leader.

I propose that, in order for a leader to develop positive and meaningful 

relationships with followers, she/he must develop an intermediary role, bridging the gap 

between organisation and the broader system. In particular, when talking about the Irish
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education system, schools cannot be studied as separate entities that stand isolated and, 

likewise, when studying the work done by Irish school principals it is important to study 

them not only as individuals, but also in the light of the work they do in their 

organisations and in understanding external expectations and influences. Ideally, this 

understanding will then be incorporated into the strategies and decisions they devise for 

their schools to achieve ethical outcomes that satisfy all parties.

While interviewing the participating principals I realised that, although the work 

that they were doing was ethical in nature, since their purpose in accepting positions of 

leadership was to serve students, staff and society, consistent with the idea of service 

offered by Sergiovanni (1990), there was more that went into their jobs than the 

personal inclination to do what was right for their school communities. It became 

evident that their leadership styles evolved through varied processes (both personal and 

professional) whereby they adopted intermediary roles in which they tried to balance 

the politics and the emotions involved in their Jobs.

During the interviews I established that principals tried to create balance 

between the use of authority and democracy, while encouraging systems in which 

almost equal importance was given to both pastoral care and academic matters (at least 

that was what the principals suggested they did). I found that instead of using the term 

authority principals were more inclined towards using terms like ‘providing instruction’ 

and ‘devising strategies’ that may encourage participation from all members of a school 

community. And their decisions and strategies were mostly influenced by the 

expectations of the DES, their Boards of Management, parents’ associations, teachers’ 

unions, etc, which enhanced their intermediary roles by establishing links between 

school communities and these external organisations. These findings are discussed at 

length in the discussion chapter.

I found that instmctional and strategic leadership styles were mainly adopted by 

the principals in their attempts to cater for the needs and expectations of various 

agencies involved with their schools, and that they also, generally, managed to balance 

the competing demands of promoting democracy and creativity with those associated 

with providing authority in the school. Thus, principals focused on encouraging their 

students to perform well in their examinations but were equally concerned about 

ensuring that their needs were met holistically (or said that they were).
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1.2.3 Principalship:
Through a study of existing literature on school leadership, I undertook the 

process of assessing the importance that a school principal has in the effective and more 

meaningful running of a school (Leithwood & Montgomery 1982; Sergiovanni 1998). A 

principal who behaves in an ethical manner, while working with different individuals, 

may, as Stone, Russell and Patterson (2004) and Duignan (2007) suggest, also achieve 

things for the common good and, in turn, become a dynamic leader. The ethical school 

leader would also be a facilitator of education (Osterman & Kottkamp 1993) and an 

instructor of a school’s teachers while, at the same time, managing the affairs of the 

school (Hallinger, Bickman & Davis 1996). Thus, the most effective kind of principal 

may be seen to be one who is focused on enhancing teachers’ and students’ learning, 

while putting into effect a shared vision (Starratt 2005). And this shared vision has to be 

linked to the external influences and decisions made by organisations such as the DES 

and Boards of Management, etc. This link may be established through the intermediary 

role of an ethical school principal who manages to develop such a link between the 

school and external bodies.

1.2.4 Pastoral care versus academic education:
As part of my research I was interested in studying the responses of principals in 

dealing with differences between pastoral care and academic teaching. For this purpose, 

I explored the field and realised that, just as a balance between authority and freedom is 

essential, it is equally important to have a balance between pastoral care in education 

and the importance given to the exam-based curriculum. The principals’ responses 

showed that, by balancing these two, they were able to focus on the holistic 

development of their students. This balance also highlights the intermediary role of the 

principal in the manner in which she/he is able to give equal importance to the academic 

performance of students, as expected by the DES, Boards of Management, parents, etc 

while, at the same time, displaying concern and understanding for the needs of teachers 

and students.

In this study, pastoral care is taken to be that part of the curriculum which Power 

(1996) says deals with the emotional and social needs of students instead of focusing on 

the formal curriculum. It involves providing structure where structure is needed and 

allowing ample freedom when required by students (Wilby 2010). It is about knowing 

what the real needs of pupils in a school are and dealing with them effectively and
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meaningfully, without focusing on either academic matters or pastoral care alone 

because, as Reid (1986) and Power (1996) argue, one cannot be more important than the 

other, there has to be a balance.

1.2.5 Pedagogy versus education:
It has been said that ‘pedagogy [academic teaching] places learning at the 

service of government, political power and the economy, while education [pastoral care] 

represents that more disinterested endeavour, in which teacher and pupil engage in a 

fonn of enquiry,’ (Hinchliffe 2001, p 31). The present study has tried to assess the level 

of understanding that Irish post-primary/second-level school principals have about this 

distinction and how far they are able to create a balance (Waters, Marzano & McNulty 

2003) between what might be called ‘external’ expectations, such as those that people 

with political and economic power might have, and the ‘internal’ deiTiands of the 

school: meaning the needs of the students. Increasingly, however, as Romaneck (2007) 

suggests, ‘educational leaders are forced to become more “results” oriented’ (p 227). 
The important thing for me was to try to find a common denominator that could or 

should connect these different aspects of education, while trying to create a balance 

between them.

Thus, after reviewing existing literature on the above mentioned concepts and 

ideas, I attempted to answer the following questions, using narratives obtained from 

Irish second-level school principals.

Q 1; How far do the principals’ past experiences and influences dictate/impact on their 

leadership styles?

Q 2: What are the factors that influence Irish second-level principals in their tendencies 

towards either authority or democracy in dealing with teachers and students in their 

schools?

Q 3; What factors influence Irish second-level principals in attempting to develop a 

balance between the pastoral and academic aspects of school life?

Q 4; Do Irish school principals, in confronting and dealing with both internal and 

external challenges, manage to establish themselves as intermediaries between 

pupils/teachers and external bodies?
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Overall, I have tried to answer these questions by studying the principals’ past 

and present influences and experiences and looking at how they bring their individuality 

to their positions as school leaders, while keeping themselves firmly grounded in the 

reality of the external expectations of outside agencies and the internal demands of their 

schools.

1.3 THE REFLEXIVE-NARRATIVE RESEARCHER:
My PhD journey, which I had been warned might be very isolating, turned out to 

be a rich experience, populated with images and stories created by the participating 

principals and memories of experiences that formed me as an individual and gave me a 

sense of identity. Kerby (1991) suggests that such stories and narratives are central to 

our understandings of the world and of the influences and experiences that make us who 

we are. This Journey started long before I even thought about doing my PhD.

My journey possibly started the day I saw my father, a professor of architecture, 

standing outside his department talking very’ seriously (about some architectural issue) 

surrounded by students who stood there completely engrossed and full of reverence, 

taking in his every word. That image, without my knowledge at that time, stayed in my 

mind, only to surface years later in my decision to become a teacher and in my attempts 

at trying to create and develop the same connection with my students. Or maybe it 

started when I experienced my mother’s seemingly endless compassion, when 1 saw her 

delving into some invisible reservoir of caring and kindness every time someone from 

the local community came to her for help or guidance. In spite of her own worries and 

responsibilities, I never saw her say no to anyone. She was always there for advice and 

support, or simply to give an orange candy if you needed one. It was as a result of that, 

that I had a small wicker basket full of candies on my classroom table and it led to the 

start of countless conversations with students who apparently came in for a candy and 

then sat down to share some worry or concern. Pastoral care was very much a part of 

what I stood for as a teacher; I was as much concerned about my students’ holistic 

education as I was about preparing them for their final examinations. My work and 

responses were the result of my own life experiences and background, a background 

that had prepared me to share with my students my experiences of growing up and 

maturing. Another major influence in my life could also be the first encounter with a 

teacher who changed my entire view about my life and purpose, simply because she
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shared remarkable stories from her own experiences that made me rethink so many 

ideas I had had for a long time about myself and the world.

In hindsight, I believe it was during the time that I was doing my Master’s in 

English literature that the need to question my life and understand my ‘self 

strengthened. It was a period of intense introspection and growth for me and one that 

allowed me to see my(self) as having a mix of traits from both my parents’ 

personalities. I have in me the seriousness of purpose and strong commitment towards 

teaching that my father has displayed all his life, and I have the compassion and 

patience to listen, encourage and support that my mother has shown all her life. In other 

words, I have a synthesis, a blend, a balance of two varied natures. This balance has 

given me a sense of who I am. I realise that I have what Johnson refers to as ‘a 

psychological structure that in its wholeness includes the richness of both sides, both 

natures, both sets of capacities and strengths’ (1989, p 17), or what he calls the 

‘masculine-feminine constellation’ (p 18). I came across Robert A. Johnson’s book The 

Psychology of Romantic Love (1989) when I was doing my Master’s and it opened up a 

whole new world for me. I understood the importance of developing ‘both sides of the 

psyche’ in order to become ‘a complete man or woman’ (p 18). In other words, there 

has to be a balance between one’s ability to express/experience power and love; ‘both to 

exert control and to flow spontaneously with fate - each value in its season’ (Johnson 

1989, p 18). The ‘trick’ was not only to maintain both sides equally, but to be able to 

give precedence to one over the other depending on the ‘season’ or the particular 

situation at hand. This is what Deal and Peterson (1994) refer to as being ‘bifocal’ (p 

xii) when describing principals who can amalgamate ‘managerial tasks with symbolic 

sensitivity and passion, who are simultaneously efficient managers and effective 

leaders’ (p xii). It was balance that I tried to maintain in my role as a teacher, dealing 

with young students and as head of a department, working with teachers.

The idea of having a balance in everything is something I have felt very strongly 

about for as long as I can remember. Maybe it was because I grew up in a patriarchal 

society in Pakistan, where, as in so many other societies in the world, most aspects of 

society are male dominated. But within me there is a sense of balance since I was 

nurtured in a family where, although my father is a figure of authority as head of the 

family, he gave all his children equal attention and love. Mine was also, however, a 

family where my mother was very caring and compassionate but never hesitated to 

reprimand if or when the need arose. There were equal opportunities for all my siblings
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and me, and, perhaps consequently, I developed a strong inclination towards finding 

balance in everything I did. It was not the easiest thing to accomplish. There seemed to 

be a general understanding in people whom I met as a child that showing emotion and 

concern were signs of weakness which to me was an alien idea, since compassion and 

caring had been, and still are, the most exhilarating experiences. This was true, whether 

it was love for family or friends or love for my work. A desire to do good for others 

around me dictated my actions and it was in this spirit that I tried to encourage students. 

Attempts to transfer my insights and experiences to my students finally gave me an 

understanding of how I could bring about change, or at least start a process that might, 

in good time, lead to change. As a teacher, I was an agent of change and I saw the 

influence that I could have on my students by articulating my personal and educational 

values by living them out in my practice as a teacher and an educator, as Whitehead 

suggests teachers should (1989, 2004).

Throughout my life I have had to struggle with the idea of trying to keep a 

balance between the expectations of external forces that surrounded me and my free 

will. As a young girl growing up in a society that had set views about girls, I sometimes 

found it hard to give voice to my thoughts. As a student, I felt inhibited by the 
examination-driven curriculum that made it hard for me to apply any creativity. It was 

only as a postgraduate while doing my master’s that I found ways to balance external 

expectations with my inner thoughts and feelings. I learned how to handle situations to 

suit my own needs, while still managing to satisfy those external expectations. And 

then, as a teacher, I was able to develop this spirit of balance further by bringing it into 

my classes while trying to survive in an antiquated school system. I broke the norm of 

following the traditional model, teaching only from the prescribed books to fulfil the 

requirements of the examination-based curriculum, and I did so by encouraging positive 

interaction and creativity in my classes. In a culture of compliance and quiet acceptance 

I introduced the idea of collaborative teaching and learning. I presented myself not just 

as a teacher but also as a learner. It was a move that was greatly appreciated by the 

students and they engaged in classroom activities more readily. I saw the same struggle 

taking place in the lives of principals whom I interviewed. They, too, struggled to 

maintain balance between their original selves and the selves created by the external 

forces at play, both within and outside the school. Thus, the narratives I encountered as 

a student, the narratives that my teachers brought with them to classes and the narratives
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that I formed in my encounters with those teachers and with my peers, who had their 

own narratives to share, all contributed to my growth.

These are few of the many instances that I can label as the start of this PhD 

journey, which in one sense means that the three years, when I was officially enrolled as 

a PhD student, were merely a culmination of one journey and the beginning of another. 

As Eliot writes in the second of his four quartets. East Coker, Tn my beginning is my 

end’ and ‘In my end is my beginning’ (1980, p 123). Widdershoven sees this connection 

between life and story in two different ways: ‘On the one hand human life is seen as 

something that can be depicted in stories’ and on the other hand ‘stories are regarded as 

ideals that we try to live up to’ (1993, p 1). My intention in listening to the stories of 

participating principals was to gain insight into what they regarded as ideals they had to 

satisfy.

It could be said that ‘our understanding of other cultures and persons is primarily

gained from, and in the fonu of, narratives and stories about and by those peoples’

(Kerby 1991, p 3). I thus approached the participating principals in the hope of

understanding not just their work through their life stories, but also of gaining an

understanding of the broader educational framework within which they worked. In my

study of their narratives I have highlighted their attempts at meeting certain ideals they

espouse[d], both before and after they became principals, by balancing the decisions

they make and their work as leaders. Such reflection is thought to be ‘an important

means of identifying core leadership values’ (Forde, McMahon, McPhee & Patrick

2006, p 78) and my questions often took them back to ideas they thought they had lost

over time. The nostalgia they felt at revisiting aspects of themselves that might have

seemed lost was considerable. These interactive encounters led me to become part of

the study ‘not only as a consciousness that filters the experience but as an actor as well’

(Ely, Vinz, Downing & Anzul 1997, p 363).

The presence and behaviour of researchers - as individuals with particular 
personalities and with cultural, socio-economic, age, and gender identifications 
- have ripples on the participants. Participants, likewise, bring their 
identifications and related experiences, their backdrop of family, work, and 
community concerns (Ely, Vinz, Downing & Anzul 1997, p 363).

Connelly and Clandinin (1990) maintain that ‘people by nature lead storied lives 

and tell stories of those lives, whereas narrative researchers describe such lives, collect 

and tell stories of them, and write narratives of experience’ (p 2). And Kleinsasser 

suggests that ‘researcher reflexivity creates physical evidence of personal and
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theoretical tracks through a created text, evidencing the researcher’s deep learning and 

unlearning’ (2000, p 156). In this sense I consider myself a reflexive-narrative 

researcher since I have presented stories of the participating principals as they were 

revealed to me, their thoughts and feelings about past actions, their recollections of past 

events and the various ways in which they interacted with different situations and 

individuals. In this sharing I have also tried to keep my own story and influences as part 

of the research, because these provided me with my reasons for starting the study in the 

first place.

I have shared parts of my own narrative to allow others to see where I am 

‘coming from’ and this sharing opens up ‘the possibility of learning more about our 

topic and ourselves, and in greater depth’ (Etherington 2004, p 25). I write about 

various events and experiences from my own life, later in this chapter, as a response to 

the questions that were used in my interviews with the participating principals. This 

activity was carried out before the interviews were conducted, initially as a pilot to 

reflect on my own position with regard to the themes that I wanted to study. My 

intention was to assess the different issues that I wanted to explore and understand in 

the stories and past experiences of Irish secondary school principals. The decision to 

include my own narrative came during the course of analysing the participating 

principals’ responses and seeing the many similarities and differences between their 

stories and mine. I experienced what Richardson (1992) refers to as a process whereby 

‘in writing the Other, we can (re)write the Self (p 136) [original capitalisation].

The process of interviewing was like a chain reaction, as listening to the stories 

of the principals’ past experiences took me on a personal, reflective journey and that 

experience of reliving the past led to a reflective journey on my part through their 

narratives of past experiences. This is what Reis (2011) suggests can happen in research 

of this kind. The link that emerged was so strong that I decided to present my story as 

part of this research, changing me from merely a researcher to what Reis (2011) refers 

to as a story-teller and a character who ‘could never be an “impartial” researcher, 

“detached” from the research and the researched’ (p 5).

As I started looking into the lives of these people, which were quite distinct from 

my own, yet similar in our mutual involvement with the education of young people, it 

helped me to reveal aspects of my personality that I had shelved somewhere in the back 

of my mind. It was as if the principals’ narratives allowed me to regenerate my own life
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narrative, or what Hopkins calls ‘life scripts’ (2011, p 297). Through my encounters 

with the principals, I ended up reflecting on my own personal and professional life.

The interview questions I asked the Irish principals were ultimately an outcome 

of my search for answers while battling to understand the system in Pakistan. And 

although this was not a comparative study I came to feel that there was a strong 

connection between my experiences of having taught in the Pakistani system and the 

experiences of these Irish principals. They talked about the divide between state and 

private schools; the connections between schools and their communities; the influence 

of principals; the influence of the teachers in their classes and what autonomy means, all 

of which I recognised from my own experience.

1.4 MY DECISION TO STUDY THE IRISH SECOND-LEVEL PRINCIPALS:
My research looks at the ways in which school principals try to develop their 

staff and students by balancing the exercise of authority with the granting of freedom to 

encourage creativity and innovation. Extracting substance from my experiences as a 

teacher and head of the English department in an all-boys, fee-paying school in 

Pakistan, where I taught for almost 13 years, I spent the last few years studying my own 

actions and the outcomes of those actions. Through my study and introspections I 

realised that I had been practising pastoral care while encouraging a love for my subject. 

This kind of teaching, in my own experience, showed some significant results in which 

children who had been labelled failures managed to see their true potential, so that they 

not only achieved excellent results but also ended up gaining confidence as to what they 

could achieve in life.

Through my study I gained the further realisation that the role of the principal 

was of the utmost importance in ensuring that an element of care was present in 

teachers’ dealings with their students. As a teacher, I was able to impart pastoral- 

academic education under the tutelage of the principal of the post-primary/second-level 

school in which 1 worked. He was focused on developing ways to facilitate the 

enhancement of the whole child. The ideal was of service through a deeper and more 

meaningful understanding of the work carried out in the classroom. The principal, 

through a display of trust in and encouragement of some teachers, managed to have an 

impact on students’ learning and development by encouraging openness and 

establishing trust. Such a system helped students realise that they were understood and 

because of that they appreciated the school’s policies, which were mostly set up with
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their interests in mind. This led to the holistic and meaningful development of the 

students in the school and consequently to the improvement and positive enhancement 

of the community. Therefore, 1 have studied the impact that school leaders can have on 

the enthusiasm and motivation of teachers and how this, in turn, affects the level and 

quality of teaching and, consequently, the performances of students (Barth 1990; Fullan 

1992 and Hallinger & Heck 1996).

As a teacher working in an elite public school in a major city in eastern Pakistan 

I was always conscious of the impact that a good school head can have on teachers and 

their perfomiance and how such leadership can influence the positive development of 

pupils in the school, something noted widely in the literature (Quinn 2002; Marks & 

Printy 2003; Heck, Larson & Marcoulides 1990 and Gentilucci & Muto 2007). In other 

words, the success of a school can be attributed to the fact that there is a good principal 

at work there, influencing teachers in ways that then influence the students positively, or 

so suggests Barth (1990).

I was greatly influenced by the principal of my school who, during my first 

interview had very seriously said ‘We make leaders in this school’. Just hearing that 

humbled me, due to my realisation of what a great task was at hand and how I could be 

part of something remarkable. However, as time passed, I became conscious of how 

weak the system really was. In catering for the pupils, teachers were not really 

preparing them to become leaders; we were, in a way, preparing them only to work for 

their own good. This school, and the few others like it in Pakistan, give the ‘best’ 

possible education in the sense that the students end up sitting the Cambridge 

International Examinations conducted by Cambridge Assessment, an off-shoot of the 

University of Cambridge, and then, typically, go on to study in world-class universities. 

Some settle in foreign lands, others return home to re-join the elite group from which 

they originated, becoming the new leaders of the country.

Research indicates that the educated elite in Pakistan are no smaller a proportion 

of the population than in more industrialised countries (Easterly, 2001). However, there 

is a sharp contrast between the educated elite and the uneducated masses, in that, in 

2001, Pakistan’s adult literacy stood at around 45% (Easterly 2001). Children of the 

masses who come from disadvantaged backgrounds are taught in govermnent schools 

and are fed a curriculum that is almost 50 years old, allowing the elite to continue a 

policy of‘under-investment in human capital ...[and] keeping social service delivery 

highly centralized, with all decisions on allocation of resources taken at the top’
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(Easterly 2001, p 24). Yet, in spite of their out-dated curriculum these children wake up 

every day and eagerly go to their classes to be fed knowledge that is nowhere near being 

relevant to their lives and futures (Schimmoeller 2007).

The experience and my disillusionment on learning this, and coming to see the 

hypocrisy of those who said they were interested in education but allowed it to remain 

the case, was something I carried with me when I came to Ireland and got the chance to 

study a system that was by no means perfect but definitely seemed more fair and 

balanced in offering education as ‘a right for each individual and a means to enhancing 

well-being and quality of life for the whole of society’ (DES 1995, p 4). Both private 

and public sector schools offer the same curriculum, and stress is placed on providing a 

common curricular framework for all second level schools both in the junior and senior 

cycles (DES 1995). However, while talking to the participating principals, several flaws 

and weaknesses came to the fore to which I return at length in the discussion chapter. 

Nonetheless, there still seemed to be a keen understanding amongst Irish principals on 

the importance of focusing on the students. All the principals interviewed talked about 

working for the good of their students and identified systematic school policies and 

structures that in their personal views at least higlilighted this aim.

Thus, although I had some very rich and meaningful encounters during my work 

as a teacher, as my teaching experience grew, I became more and more dissatisfied with 

the system of education in my country. There was a huge gap between the fee-paying, 

private schools that prepared students for foreign qualifications and admission to 

foreign universities and the state schools, which were not really preparing their students 

for anything more than failure: failure to achieve their full potential. The divide in the 

curricula that were taught in these two sectors seemed to me quite preposterous and 

unjust. Because of my parents’ understanding of what a good education could do for 

one my siblings and I went to the best schools, not only because they could afford to 

send us there, but because they could not afford to risk our futures by not trying their 

best to get us the level of education that would help us accomplish our dreams. It was 

not the easiest thing for them to send us to these schools and many sacrifices were 

made, but, in the end, I feel that it paid off The fact that I can discern this divide and 

talk about it and, I hope, in due course, even do something to bridge this gap in 

Pakistani education, says a lot for the sacrifices that were made for my education.

I carried this dissatisfaction with me in coming to a country in which I saw a 

system that was not perfect and had its own faults, but which had a system that was
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equalising in the sense that both the private, fee-paying schools and the non-fee paying 

schools were following the same curriculum. This system appealed to me enough to 

make me want to study it further, trying to understand what it was that principals 

brought with them and how their experiences and insights helped them in their work. 

What I learned through these encounters and the experiences that the principals shared 

with me, and the narratives that were unfolded are all part of my research and have been 

revealed during the course of my research.

As a PhD scholar I hoped to achieve further self-realisation and self- 

actualisation of who I was, where I was ‘coming from’ and why I was the way that I 

was. Questions like these had always been at the forefront of my classes when I taught 

my students and asked them to be more mindful about their lives and their purposes in 

the world. Ironically, I had lost my own understanding of my life and purpose as I was 

dragged into the quagmire of everyday routine and the daily grind of life. However, 

listening to the stories of these Irish principals, who graciously agreed to share their life 

experiences with me, allowed me to reflect and go back to my own time as an educator. 

It was an interesting exchange, as I found all the principals very keen to listen to parts 

of my story and, consequently, share their own narratives. I found that the principals 

were generally quite comfortable in talking to me, firstly because of my background as 

an educator and secondly because I was an outsider, in the sense that, although I was an 

educator, I was not part of the Irish education system. Knowing this probably allowed 

them to be more forthcoming and open in what they had to say about their lives, their 

experiences and the external and internal leadership challenges they faced as principals.

1.5 STRUCTURE OF THE DISSERTATION:
This dissertation comprises ten chapters. In Chapter One I give a brief 

introduction and an overview of the background to this research. I have also tried to 

clarify my reasons for undertaking this particular phase of my journey through life in 

the way that I have. Three years of my life were mapped out in chapters, drafts, 

deadlines and fear of losing my purpose even before fully understanding what it was. 

Throughout this search the one constant turned out to be the influence of my past life 

and how it guided me along the way, frirther securing my purpose in conducting this 

research on Irish second-level school principals. Chapter Two presents a brief picture of 

the Irish second-level school system and highlights several of the external organisations 

and factors that directly or indirectly influenced the principals’ work in their schools. In
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Chapter Three I study the purposes of education and examine the dualities of pedagogy 

and education, and pastoral care and academic teaching. Chapter Four offers a survey of 

generic definitions and theories of leadership. It later discusses various trends in school 

leadership through a study of co-existing definitions and constructions of school 

principalship. Chapter Five explores the area of principalship within the Irish context. 

Chapters Six and Seven discuss the philosophical foundations of this research, the 

research design used, the methods employed in collecting data and the techniques used 

for analysing data. In Chapter Eight I present vignettes taken from the principals’ stories 

and Chapter Nine offers a thematic analysis of the data and highlights the factors that 

emerged as influencing principals’ leadership style through a final discussion. In 

Chapter Ten I offer my conclusions and thoughts briefly on the theoretical and practical 

implications of the study, discussing the limitations of this research and offering ideas 

as to future research directions.

24



to the education system to keep education in sync with the demands of society. Thus, 

due to all these changes in society and increasing demands and expectations of people, 

it becomes imperative for the education system ‘to deliver in [ways so as to] ensure that 

people who come out of the education system are well-equipped to give support to 

society in the future (Prondzynski 2011, p 26).

With the passing of the Irish Education Act of 1998 a change came, in the sense 

of a professed new commitment to showing respect for diversity and pluralism in 

education by the state. The Act clearly indicated that the Irish education system in 

future was to ensure that the school ‘respects the diversity of values, beliefs, languages 

and traditions in Irish society and is conducted in a spirit of partnership between 

schools, patrons, students, parents, teachers and other school staff, the community 

served by the school and the State’ (Introduction, p 5). However, it remains unclear to 

what extent, if at all, these commitments are tmly met.

2.3 STRUCTURE OF THE IRISH SCHOOL SYSTEM:
The education system in Ireland can be separated into three distinct levels; first, 

second and third. The first level, also referred to as primary level, has schools that cater 

for the needs of children from four to about 12 years of age and the declared intention is 

to provide a firm foundation that prepares them for the next stage. The third level, also 

called higher education, involves four different types of organisations: universities, 

institutes of technology, teacher training and other specialist colleges and privately 

owned colleges (Carone 2001, p7). However, since my research is focused on principals 

working in the second level schools, I have discussed only this aspect of the Irish 

education system in greater detail below.

According to Education in Ireland (2011) the second-level education sector 

comprises secondary, vocational, community and comprehensive schools. All these 

schools, despite their different histories and the ways they evolved, provide the 

certificate courses (discussed later) prescribed by the DES; the students in these schools 

sit the same national examinations and the schools are liable to be inspected by the 

Department. There are various individuals and agencies that own and govern these 

schools: the Joint Managerial Body (JMB) and the Association of Management of 

Catholic Secondary Schools (AMCSS) for secondary schools. Vocational schools and 

community colleges are administered by Vocational Education Committees (VECs) and 

are represented by the Irish Vocational Education Authority (IVEA). Comprehensive
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schools are managed by Boards of Management, Vocational Education Committees in 

each area and are represented by the Association of Community and Comprehensive 

Schools (ACCS). Community schools in Ireland are managed by Boards of 

Management and represented by the Association of Community and Comprehensive 

Schools (ACCS). ‘In Ireland, up to 50% of school board members are elected 

representatives; all serve on a voluntary basis yet have important legal responsibilities’ 

(Pont, Nusche, & Moorman 2008, p 88). However, as these ‘legal responsibilities’ have 

increased dramatically in recent years there seems to be an ‘increasing reluctance of 

parents to become volunteers, as they understand the responsibilities the role entails’ (p 

90).

Second-level education in Ireland starts around the age of 12 and lasts typically 

for five years (and sometimes for six years including Transition Year discussed below). 

These five years are divided into two cycles, beginning with the junior cycle where 

students are assessed on the work done during the first three years of the second-level 

education in the Junior Certificate. It comprises written examinations, some practical 

examinations, project work in some subjects and oral and aural examinations in Irish 

and continental languages {Education in Ireland 2011). The senior cycle, which 

undewent several changes in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, offers a 

Transition Year to students to provide them with the opportunity to work with and 

experience a wide range of subjects, life skills and work experience, quite distinct from 

the examination-driven curriculum. This is an optional one-year programme that 

typically forms the first year of a three year cycle. It is intended to prepare students for 

their future lives as autonomous, participative and responsible members of society. The 

senior cycle ends with the Leaving Certificate examination, which finishes pupils’ post

primary education {Education in Ireland 2011).
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2.4 AGENCIES INFLUENCING THE IRISH EDUCATION SYSTEM:
There exists in the Irish school system a structure comprising various agencies 

that directly affect the education provided in these schools. This needs to be clarified 

before moving on to a more specific discussion of second-level education in Ireland. 

Research shows that expansion and changes in education occurred in many countries 

around the world during the twentieth century (Mare 1980; Gamier & Raffalovich 

1984; Cobalti 1990). Similarly, Irish education also gradually expanded during this time 

from what it had been earlier. This expansion had a further boost with the removal of 

fees in 1967 which led to a dramatic increase in second level enrolments (Coolahan 

1981). However, as Carone (2001) mentions, there was only briefly a time since the 

birth of this system in 1831 when ‘students of all [Christian] sects were integrated into 

one national school system’ (p 1). As a result, countless tensions and stmggles emerged 

between groups of people with regard to the education system; ‘the Roman catholic 

Church fought the Church of Ireland, the government fought the churches, and the 

parents and teachers fought the government’ (Carone 2001, p 1).

Over a period of time, these conflicts between churches and the state reduced 

and by 2011 there was widespread discussion of the merits of moving the majority of 

primary schools from Catholic Church patronage ‘to an alternative guardianship’. In 

2011 the then Minister for Education, Ruairi Quinn, moved to establish ways of moving 

50% of the 90% of national (ie primary) schools, then under the patronage of the 

Church, into new management (Irish Central 2011). This move seemed to be an 

outcome of increasing multiculturalism and the greater inclusion of children from 

different religious backgrounds in these schools. There was also some indication of a 

decline in ‘the role of the religious orders in delivering primary and post-primary 

education’ (Brown & Fairley 1993, p 13) both due to ‘demographic changes and the 

decline in recruitment to their ranks’ (p 13). This change contributed to placing pressure 

on various Catholic schools trying to maintain their basic ethos, while, at the same time, 

adapting to a fast-developing climate of multiculturalism and diversity in Ireland.

Hyland (2001) supports the significant role that religion still plays in Irish 

education, but is sceptical about its sustainability in the future, ‘given the increasing 

diversity of the population and the fall in the number of active church-goers of different 

religious denominations, [so that] the expectations and requirements of parents and the 

emphasis of teachers in relation to religious education, are changing’ (p 69). However, 

she suggests that this change may not affect ‘Christian values’ as these are still the
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foundation stone of the Irish curriculum and this, in her opinion, ‘is unlikely to change 

in the foreseeable future’ (p 69).

Besides control over and involvement of the Roman Catholic Church in Irish 

education, Lynch (1990) suggests that there are various other groups and organisations, 

which she refers to as ‘educational mediators’ that play considerable roles in the 

imnning of schools in Republic of Ireland. As a post-colonial state it was left with a 

weak economic infrastructure, an underdeveloped ‘indigenous industrial base’ and 

faced an increase in ‘unemployment and emigration’ (p 5) early in its independent 

history. She argues that it is important to understand this post-colonial context before 

one can ‘understand how social reproduction occurs in Irish education’ (p 5). She 

reiterates that, other than these influences there are several ‘educational interest groups, 

such as the teacher unions, parent bodies and vocational education committees’ (p 5) at 

work. Thus, major influences on policy in the early twentieth century predominantly 

came from the churches (O’ Buachalla 1988), however, as time passed the accepted 

model of allowing education to be dominated by the state and the churches ‘extended to 

encompass in turn the political parties from 1922, the local authorities from 1930, the 

national [school] teachers from 1946 and other teachers later’ (O’ Buachalla 1988, p 

49). This chain of events then led to a gradual inclusion of, ‘industrial and socio

economic interests and eventually of parents and students’ (p 49), though this has only 

been truly significant, or obvious, since the last quarter of the twentieth century.

The hierarchical stmcture that had developed by 2010 thus also comprised 

various organisations, other than the Roman Catholic Church and the state. These 

groups have, in recent years, gained more power and control in the running of the Irish 

schools. The following agencies are also involved to varying degrees; the Inspectorate, 

Boards of Management, principals, teachers, students, ancillary staff, teacher 

unions/associations, student councils and parents both in associations and as 

individuals. National bodies like the National Educational Psychological Services 

Agency and Foro'ige (a national voluntary organisation that runs youth clubs all over 

Ireland to involve young people in recreational and educational activities), are just two 

of the many groups at national level that are linked to schools, providing help to 

students during and outside school hours. Other local community service providers 

include Local Drugs Task Force, Vocational Educational Committees, the Garda 

Siochana, Local Area Partnerships and the European Union Special Support Programme 

for Peace and Reconciliation (Citizens Information 2010). These provide support to
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schools when and where they need it. Since the purpose of this research was to 

understand the role and work of Irish second level principals, this work is further 

discussed in detail in Chapter Five.

2.5 INDIVIDUALS AND AGENCIES INVOLVED IN THE IRISH EDUCATION 

SYSTEM AND THEIR RESPONSIBILITIES:
2.5.1 The Minister for Education

‘The formulation, implementation and funding of education policy’ are all part 

of the responsibilities carried out by the Minister for Education at government level 

which she/he does in collaboration with other government agencies such as the 

Departments of Finance and Health and the Office of Public Works (O' Buachalla 1988, 

p 250). The Education Act of 1998 (Section 7) further highlights the functions carried 

out by the Minister as being:

• to provide support services and a level and quality of education appropriate to 

meeting the needs and abilities of each person resident in the State, including a 

person with disability or who has other special educational needs;

• to detennine national education policy;

• to plan and co-ordinate provision of education and support services;

• to provide funding to recognised schools and centres for education;

• to monitor and assess the quality, economy, efficiency and effectiveness of the 

education system provided in the State by recognised schools and centres for 

education;

• to lease land and buildings to any person or body of persons for the purpose of 

establishing a school and

• to provide support services through Irish.

2.5.2 The Department of Education and Skills

Over time the Roman Catholic Church’s control over schools dwindled and the 

state, in particular the DES, gained greater influence and power over ‘educational policy 

and administrative procedures’ (Coolahan 1981, p 160). And because this department is 

responsible for setting out rules, regulations and certain procedures that have to be 

followed, so other agencies that are linked to schools have to comply with its directives. 

Management boards comply with the rules set down by the DES following a ‘written 

undertaking by them to the Minister’ under which they agree to accept responsibility
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‘for the conduct of the schools’ (Coolahan 1981, p 160). Even the teachers appointed by 

Boards of Management are employed only after getting approval from the Minister. The 

DES is responsible for payment of teachers’ salaries, devising the curriculum and 

prescribing textbooks, ensuring that the curriculum is being implemented properly and 

evaluating teachers’ efficiency and performance with the help of the national school 

inspectorate (Coolahan 1981).

In this sense, the DES exercises a great deal of control and influence over the 

entire system, both through direct and indirect means. However, Lynch (1990) suggests 

that ‘the scale of educational bureaucracy’ and ‘the unique history’ of the Irish 

education system ‘makes it practically impossible for the central government to exercise 

complete control over all aspects of education’ (p 7). She focuses on the ‘established 

mediators of educational services within [the Irish] system ... [such as] the teachers, the 

Churches, the vocational education committees, school managements and parents’ 

organisations’ (p 7), who directly influence the decisions and actions of state managers. 

Thus, policies devised by the state are not only influenced by, and dependent on ‘the 

ability of particular classes to engage in the political manipulation of elected State 

managers’ (p 7), but are increasingly reliant on the active involvement and contribution 

of these mediators.

The twenty-first century DES reiterates that its mission is to provide high quality 

education to children so they can contribute to the social, cultural and economic 

development of Ireland while developing to their full potential and participating fully as 

members of the society. In order to achieve these goals the DES engages in a wide 

range of activities some of which are: advising the Minister and the state on policy and 

decision-making; developing policies and conducting reviews, researches and 

evaluations pertaining to all areas of education; conducting regular inspections at first 

and second levels to ensure high-quality education; provision of funds and resources, 

including payment of teaching and non-teaching staff; and planning and devising an 

education infrastructure to ensure the delivery of high quality education at all levels 

(2011,pp 16-17).

2.5.3 Patron:

An individual or a group having ownership of a school in Ireland is referred to 

as the patron. The management of the school can be carried out by the patron, or 

he/she/they may decide to appoint another person or a group, in the fonn of a board of
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management, to perform these duties (DES 2011). It is the responsibility of the patron, 

set out in the Education Act of 1998, to appoint trustees or to set up a Board of 

Management for a school. The patron also has the authority, with the knowledge and 

consent of the Minister, to remove a member of the board of management for clearly- 

stated, valid reasons and/or dissolve the entire board if the patron feels that the functions 

are not being discharged properly and efficiently (p 20). The White Paper on Education 

(1995) states that the responsibilities undertaken by patrons/ tmstees/ owners/ governors 

can prove to be different depending on their respective sectors and schools. However, in 

almost all cases the functions they perfomi ‘relate to the original promoters and 

founders of schools, the most important of which is ensuring the continuity of the ethos 

of the school concerned, including a distinctive religious ethos’ (DES 1995, p 146).

2.5.4 Boards of Management:

In all primary schools, and in virtually all secondary schools, a board of 

management is set up by the patron or by the trustees. Essentially, ‘the Board of 

Management is the legal employer of all school staff (Organisation for Economic 

Cooperation & Development [OECD], Directorate for Education 2007, p 12) and carries 

out responsibilities laid down in the Education Act of 1998. However, it is worth noting 

that the members of Boards of Management of schools at both primary and post

primary levels serve voluntarily. And the expectations placed on them have often been 

considered unrealistic, for example by the ASTI in its Response to the White Paper on 

Education (1996) by acknowledging that board of management members ‘have neither 

the time nor the expertise to fulfil the demands being made of them’ (p 37). It has often 

been said that if duties increase and become more demanding this may lead to greater 

difficulties in finding qualified and efficient people, having the time and sense of 

commitment, to become board of management members. This could result in school 

principals and other senior teachers being left to deal with extra responsibilities.

The Boards of Management for primary schools have two nominees of the 

patron as members, two parents (a mother and a father) are elected members by the 

body of parents of pupils in the school, a teacher is elected as a member by other 

teachers in the school, the school principal is also a member of the board and the board 

then selects and invites two further members from the wider school community (neither 

parents nor teachers in the school) to seiwe. The chairperson, and all members of the 

board are fonnally appointed by the patron. And at post-primary level Boards of
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Management are constituted differently in different sectors. In a typical arrangement: 

the Articles of Management for voluntary secondary schools state that teachers elect 

two members from the teaching body of the school; parents of pupils in the school elect 

two members; the trustees nominate four members and as in the primary sector, the 

trustees nominate the chairperson and formally appoint all members to the board. In 

other post-primary schools, the board broadly consists of parents, teachers and 

nominees of the trustees and in some cases, members of the local community. In the 

case of schools under the auspices of VECs the board of management is a sub

committee of the VEC.

2.5.5 Inspectorate

The inspectorate is the main agency that acts as a liaison between the DES and 

schools. The role and function of the inspectorate has evolved over time to keep up with 

the structural changes within the education system; however, the core tasks of 

inspection and evaluation of the quality of schooling, advising on educational policy 

and supporting teacher and school management (DES 2011) are the same as they were 

when inspection of publicly funded schools began in the nineteenth century. Inspectors 

are responsible for the inspection and evaluation of teachers, counselling on and 

demonstrating improved teaching methods, monitoring planning of curricula, 

administration of examinations, participation in in-service courses for teachers, liaising 

with teaching colleges, the National College of Art and Design and other higher 

education institutions, interviewing teachers for some posts and acting as information 

officers on behalf of the DES (Coolahan 1981, p 164).

Section 13 of the Education Act of 1998 states that the inspectorate in general, 

and inspectors in particular should provide support and advice to recognised schools, 

centres for education and teachers on matters pertaining to the provision of education. 

Also after consultation with the board, patron, parents of students and teachers to carry 

out responsibilities such as evaluation of the organisation and operation of these schools 

and centres; the evaluation of educational standards, quality of education and teaching 

and effectiveness of individual teachers; assess provision and effectiveness of special 

education programmes; assess implementation of regulations made by the Minister; 

after completion of the evaluation to report to the Minister, or to the board, patron, 

parents of students and teachers; make appropriate recommendations to the Minister 

about improvements; advise teachers and boards about the perfonnance of their duties;
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where necessary, provide assistance to teachers about utilising improved methods of 

teaching and conducting classes; advise parents and parents’ associations; and finally 

work in consultation with parents to assess the psychological needs of students and 

advise those students, their parents and schools with regards to their educational and 

psychological development.

The Professional Code of Practice on Evaluation and Reporting for the 

Inspectorate (2002) states that inspectors are obliged to be consistent, fair and 

courteous, working in a climate of mutual respect with members of a school 

community. Inspectors are also committed to being objective and reliable in their 

evaluations and are required to base their Judgements on first-hand evidence. A report 

written by the Evaluation Support and Research Unit at the DES (2011, p 5) further 

emphasises the aims of the Professional Code of Practice on Evaluation and Reporting 

for the Inspectorate (2002) to be able to identify, acknowledge and affirm good practice 

in schools; promote continuing improvement in the quality of education offered by 

schools; encourage self-evaluation and continuous development by schools and staffs 

and to provide an assurance of quality in the educational system as a whole, based on 

the collection of objective, dependable, high quality data.

An addition to this quality assurance planning was the introduction of Whole 

School Evaluation (WSE), a system in which a team of inspectors from the DES spends 

several days in a school to assess and evaluate the work being done. A subsequent 

report by the Evaluation Support and Research Unit (2011) refers to the Whole School 

Evaluation - Management, Leadership and Learning programme as being designed to 

‘facilitate quality assurance of schools and to enhance quality through fostering school 

improvement’ (p 5). It is further said to focus on the quality of management and 

leadership and the quality of learning and teaching, support school improvement plans 

along with the existing development plans in the school, encourage self-evaluation, 

encourage schools to take note of their previous external evaluations, to obtain feedback 

about the work done after assessing these evaluations and finally to provide 

encouragement and affirmation for positive initiatives being carried out with 

recommendations for more improvements.
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2.5.6 Principals and teachers:

A report written by the Leadership Development for Schools group for the

OECD’s Directorate for Education (2007) states:

There is a noticeable absence of the word "leader”, or “leadership” in 
documents issuing from [Irish] official sources. Education legislation tends to 
use “Principal” e.g. Education Act (1998); Education (Welfare) Act (2001); 
while the phrase “school management ” is more in evidence in DES publications 
(P 18).

Researching the responsibilities and roles of school principals in different 

countries and in particular in different EU countries, Pont, Nusche and Moorman (2008) 

also argue that, even though school heads in Ireland work on and accomplish a whole 

variety of leadership tasks, ‘their official [Irish language] title is Priomhoide, which 

translates as “Principal Teacher”, connoting membership in the teaching body rather 

than in a separate leadership category’ (p 76) especially at the primary level. However, 

they further accept that the job description of principals in Ireland, like principals in 

various other countries, ‘is changing to acknowledge that real steering and leadership of 

the school [original emphasis] as a learning organisation is needed’ (p 77). Principals in 

Ireland are increasingly asked to focus on working in ways that are expected to 

guarantee future success for the school by setting long-term strategies intended to prove 

beneficial for all those involved. ‘They are expected to formulate the overall objectives 

and aims of the school and policies for their implementation and to monitor student 

and/or staff performance to ensure that the goals are reached’ (Pont, Nusche, & 

Moorman 2008, p 77).

Section 22 of the Education Act of 1998 states that the principal and teachers 

have responsibility ‘for the instruction provided to students in the school’ so as to 

contribute ‘to the education and personal development of students in that school’. The 

Act fiirther reiterates that both principals and teachers are expected to work without any 

bias and prejudice to achieve the following aims.

• Encourage and foster learning in students.

• Regularly evaluate students and periodically report the results of the evaluation 

to the students and their parents.

• Collectively promote co-operation between the school and the community which 

it serves, and

• Subject to the terms of any applicable collective agreement and their contract of 

employment, carry out those duties that;
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(i) In the case of teachers, are assigned to them by or at the direction of the 

Principal, and

(ii) In the case of the Principal, are assigned to him or her by the board.

Other than the responsibilities assigned to both principals and teachers, Section 

23 of the Act emphasises that principals are also expected to accept responsibility for:

• the day-to-day management of the school;

• guidance and direction of the teachers and other staff of the school;

• providing leadership to the teachers and other staff and the students of the 

school;

• the creation, together with the board, parents of students and the teachers, of a 

school environment which is supportive of learning among the students and 

which promotes the professional development of the teachers;

• setting objectives for the school and monitoring the achievement of those 

objectives, and

• encouraging the involvement of parents of students in the school in the 

education of those students and in the achievement of the objectives of the 

school.

The report submitted by the group Leadership Development for Schools to the 

OECD Directorate for Education (2007) highlights various challenges faced by school 

leaders in Ireland, especially an immense increase in workload in both primary and 

second-level schools. Responsibilities such as maintenance of school buildings and 

grounds, even the supervision of minor or major building work being carried out in 

schools, all fall under the list of things that principals are held accountable for. The 

report also referred to the change in school culture due to the introduction of ‘Student 

Councils and other democratic decision-making processes’ (p 33), which has led to an 

increase in debate and challenge within schools. Although this development is 

welcomed and accepted by many principals, it still requires ‘time to organise the 

necessary structures and activities for its successful implementation’ (p 33) which, 

consequently, increases their workloads even more.
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2.5.7 Prin cipals ’ support groups:

There are two main professional organisations for school leaders; the Irish 

Primary Principals Network (IPPN) for primary school principals and the National 

Association for Principals and Deputy Principals (NAPD) for post-primary or second 

level school principals and deputy principals. The main aims of these organisations are 

to ‘provide advice, support and training for principals’ (OECD Directorate for 

Education 2007, p 17). Other than these two bodies. Boards of Management were also 

identified by some of the participating principals in this study as being good sources to 

turn to for advice and support, a theme to which I return below in Chapter 9.

2.5.8 Teachers ’ Unions:

There are three different teacher unions in Ireland. These represent a very 

important power group in education: the Irish National Teachers Organisation (INTO) 

which deals with primary school teachers and their issues, the ASTI and the Teachers’ 

Union of Ireland (TUI). These three groups are ‘well organised and all three unions 

have worked together in recent years when teacher interests have been threatened’ 

(Lynch 1990, p 5). The ASTI does not have regular formal meetings through which it 

can influence state managers and meets them only when the occasion arises, but the TUI 

holds monthly meetings with the DES to discuss issues of mutual concern. Lynch 

(1990) suggests that ‘the fomial consultative role granted to teacher unions by State 

managers shows the extent to which teacher representatives occupy a powerful position 

in developing policy’ (p 11). However, these three unions do not have identical policies 

‘as the TUI has consistently been more radical in its approach to equality issues than the 

ASTI’ (p 11). For example, the TUI demands the elimination of funding provided by 

the State for the elite fee-paying secondary schools but the continuation of this 

arrangement is fully supported by the ASTI (TUI 2008, 2012; ASTI 2008).

Whatever differences these unions might have, all three allow teachers to 

mediate and participate in state policies for schools, which adds weight ‘to the 

legitimacy of the prevailing system’ (Lynch 1990, p 12). Murray (2011) notes that in 

2011 the ASTI and the TUI came together to argue against an announcement made by 

then Education Minister Ruairi Quinn who wanted to introduce a system of 

unaimounced inspections for second-level, akin to that already operating in primary 

schools (Murray 2011).
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A report submitted by the Leadership Development for Schools programme 

(2007) states that all three Irish teachers’ unions have contributed very significantly to 

Irish education since their inception. Along with ‘negotiating on behalf of their 

members in relation to pay and conditions of service, they have been central to 

discussions relating to curriculum and examinations, to the setting up of the new 

regulatory Teaching Council [the statuary body that deals with teachers’ registration in 

Ireland], and to other aspects of the professional role of teachers’ (p 17).

2.5.9 Parents ’ Associations:

The Constitution of Ireland (1937) clearly acknowledges the state’s 

understanding and acceptance of ‘the inalienable right and duty of parents to provide, 

according to their means, for the religious and moral, intellectual, physical and social 

education of their children’ (Article 42). The Constitution describes parents as having 

‘the primary rights and [being the] natural educator of the child’ (Article 42). However, 

O’ Buachalla (1988) and Coolahan note that parents have not always been actively 

involved in Irish education and are not always given opportunities to play their part in 

the education system, ‘in tenns of management, setting up schools and affecting policy’ 
(Coolahan 1981, p 156).

In contrast, the Education Act of 1998 clearly reflected changes that had come 

about in the level of importance given to parents and their roles in the management of 

schools. Since 1998 it has been the responsibility of each board member to ‘promote 

contact between the school, parents of students in that school and the community’ 

(Section 26) and to facilitate the establishment of a parents’ association when asked by 

parents to do so and to support parents’ associations once established. Section 26 of the 

Act states that contributions made by parents’ associations are as follows;

• [They should] advise the Principal or the board on any matter relating to the 
school and the Principal or board...

• [And] adopt a programme of activities which will promote the involvement of 
parents, in consultation with the Principal, in the operation of the school

The White Paper on Education (1995) also refers to the ‘unique expertise’ (p

139) that parents bring to the child’s education and development. This is a result of their

‘intimate knowledge of the child’s development, and their knowledge of particular

needs and interests and circumstances outside the school’ (p 139). The White Paper on

Education (1995) further highlights the importance of the participation of parents in the

learning of their children and the need for an active involvement with teaching staff in
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order to identify the needs and interests of children. This is understood to be present 

across the board, ‘irrespective of socio-economic background’ (p 139) of the parents, as 

they are considered to be essential partners in the education of their children. The White 

Paper on Edueation (1995, p 140) highlights the importance given by the Government 

to encourage active participation of parents through developing a collaborative process 

where decision making and policy making at school is done in consultation with 

parents. The parents’ association is also recognised as being essential to facilitate 

collective parental partnership in schools, provide support to parents, school staff and to

management.

2.5.10 Students

The word ‘student(s)’ appears almost 100 times in the Education Act of 1998, 

highlighting the importance apparently accorded to the role of the child in the Irish 

school and how the entire system is seemingly structured and planned to facilitate the 

education and development of these young people. The introduction to the Act deems it 

essential for the education system to be ‘accountable to students’. This has been 

reflected in a new emphasis on the performance of teachers, the introduction of new and 

improved courses in schools, stress on the holistic development of students, and 

attempts to ensure that plans and strategies focus on students’ improvement and 

advancement by providing them ‘appropriate guidance to assist them in their 

educational and career choices ... promote the moral, spiritual, social and personal 

development of students and provide health education for them’ (Section 9). In short, 

schools recognised by the DES are expected to ensure provision of ‘education to 

students which is appropriate to their abilities and needs’ (Section 9). Likewise, the 

While Paper on Education (DES 1995) also emphasised the importance of an education 

that ‘nurture[s] a sense of personal identity, self-esteem and awareness of ... particular 

abilities, aptitudes and limitations, combined with a respect for the rights and beliefs of 

others’ (p 10) and this view infomied the shaping of the 1998 Act. Both the White 

Paper on Education and the subsequent Act also focused on the intellectual, creative, 

imaginative, physical and emotional development of students.

2.5.11 Student councils:

The 1998 Act encouraged the establishment of student councils by the direct 

support of Boards of Management of post-primary schools, which are obliged to
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provide all assistance that is reasonable and beneficial to ‘students who wish to establish 

a student council’ and to ‘student councils when they have been established’ (Section 

27). A student council should do the following.

• Promote the interests of the school.

• Encourage involvement of students in the affairs of the school.

• Work in collaboration and co-operation with the board, parents and teachers.

• Follow rules as set down by the board in accordance with guidelines provided by 

the Minister.

• Make ailes governing its meetings and the business and conduct of its affairs 

after consulting the board.

2.6 SUMMARY:
As stated at the beginning of this chapter, my aim was to establish an 

understanding of the contextual framework within which Irish second level school 

principals work. As discussed in Chapter 4 (p 83) I have studied the psychological 

aspects of leadership and have tried to understand how the principals’ personal 

characteristics influence their work; but at the same time I have also examined the 

sociological aspects of leadership Chapter 4 (p 103). The principals’ performance has 

been studied as an interaction of the personal (psychological) and the collective 

(sociological) as they operate within a structured system. In this chapter I have 

highlighted the external factors that directly/indirectly affect the decisions taken by Irish 

school principals. I have shown how religious, cultural, social and political influences 

affect the ways in which Irish second-level school principals work.
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SECTION 2 - CHAPTER 3
LITERATURE REVIEW 

PURPOSES OF EDUCATION

Whal mitrition and reproduction are to physiological life, education is to social 
life (Dewey 1916, p 9).

3.1 INTRODUCTION:
There have been recurrent controversies regarding the true meaning of the word 

education. Does it have to do only with developing the minds of students, or ought we 

also to be catering for their emotional needs, preparing them for life, or merely 

introducing them to the notion of life? What (if it can even be said to have one purpose) 

is the true purpose of education? Dewey (2006) argued that all education advances 

through ‘the participation of the individual in the social consciousness of the race’ (p 

22). This ‘has two sides: one psychological and one sociological...neither can be 

subordinated to the other or neglected without evil results following’ (p 23). Failure to 

pay attention to the ‘psychological structure and activities of the individual’ (p 23) may 

mean that the entire process of education ends in confusion and irrelevance. The child’s 

personal, individual needs and the needs imposed on her/him through the influence of 

society/culture both have to be dealt with in the educational process. For Dewey (2006), 

educating the social individual began with ‘psychological insight into the child’s 

capacities, interests, and habits’ (p 24). This is so because, ‘if we eliminate the social 

factor from the child we are left only with an abstraction; if we eliminate the individual 

factor from society, we are left only with an inert and lifeless mass’ (p 24). The key was 

in striking a balance between these opposing, yet complementary ideas. Finding such a 

balance was key to my research as it had been for Dewey.

In the following pages I outline ideas presented by Dewey to draw comparisons 

with the ethical leadership model used in my work. I have discussed the concept of 

public education while highlighting the ideas of social justice and public service in the 

work done by school principals. By applying the social learning theory of Bandura 

(1986) I seek to explain how, through the process of role-modelling, principals may 

encourage positive behaviours in teachers that could be used to influence students. The 

social learning, or social cognitive, theory (Bandura 1977, 1986) states that human 

behaviour can be explained within a framework of reciprocal interactions involving
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behaviours, environmental influences and personal factors. Human behaviour can then 

be learned by observing others and, through this, role modelling of new acts can 

emerge. Bandura insists that: ‘people do not behave just to suit the preferences of 

others. Much of their behaviour is motivated and regulated by internal standards and 

self-evaluative reactions to their own actions’ (p 20). But Dewey (2007) demonstrated 

this interaction between environmental and personal factors to be the product of ‘deeply 

grooved systems of interaction’ emerging from the influence of ‘social groups’ (p 60). 

The problem lies in answering the question ‘how [do] the activities of component 

individuals remake and redirect previously established customs[?]’ (Dewey 2007, p 60).

Listening to the stories of Irish second-level school principals I tried to establish 

links between them as individuals before they became principals and the changes that 

followed after their appointments as heads of schools. Such processes have been 

discussed at length in Chapter Four in general and in Chapter Five I focus specifically 

on Irish second-level principals.

3.2 DEWEY: EDUCATION AND THE SCHOOL EXPERIENCE:
I set out to consider how the principals interpreted their past influences, to what 

extent these experiences and interactions proved influential in shaping them into the 

people that they have become and, finally how far (if at all) they brouglit their past 

influences into play when dealing with the present. I sought to examine if the principals 

drew whatever seemed relevant and effective from what had gone before and applied it 

to the present through a display of what Brown, Trevino and Harrison (2005) call 

‘normatively appropriate conduct’ (p 120) or what Dewey (2007) refers to as ‘deliberate 

action, conduct into which reflective choice enters, is distinctively moral, for only then 

does there enter the question of better and worse’ (p 279). Such a reflective approach 

could encourage a more collaborative and interpersonal culture of teaching and 

learning, based on the idea of making the right choices for the entire group, rather than 

for only one person.

Rejecting the willingness of ‘traditional’ schools ‘to sacrifice the present to a 

remote and more or less unknown future’ (p 49) Dewey (1938a) highlights the 

importance of having mature people (principals and teachers) who are conscious of, and 

acknowledge fully, the connection between the past and future. Such people should be 

able to exercise ‘responsibility for instituting the conditions for the kind of present 

experience which has a favourable effect upon the future’ (p 50). My research concerns
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this connection and attempts to examine whether school principals may become positive 

agents of progress if they are willing to embrace the present and its demands without 

sacrificing the past. Dewey insists that education ‘consists primarily in transmission 

through communication’ (1944, p 5), leading to shared experience which ‘both takes up 

something from those which have gone before and modifies in some way the quality of 

those which come after’ (1938, p 35). In this section I briefly refer to Dewey’s insights 

and philosophies, dealing specifically with issues of individual experiences as against 

collaborative endeavours, traditional influences as opposed to current ideas, authority 

versus freedom and the concepts of education and learning.

Dewey’s attitude towards what might be thought of as traditional principles and 
methods* assumed that compliance with these should be avoided and ‘a new order of 

ideas and activities’ should be developed, in spite of the grave difficulties which often 

emerge when tradition and custom are discarded (Curtis and Boultwood 1966, p 248). 

At the same time, Dewey did not merely encourage freedom by discarding discipline. 

Rather, for Dewey: ‘the cult of individuality would not mean licence; freedom of 

activity would not mean that nothing worthwhile would be learnt’ (Curtis and 

Boultwood 1966, pp 248-249). Instead school experiences that discipline the seif are 

seen as being essential for the educative process. Hoff, Yoder and Hoff (2006) amplify 

this by saying that:

Dewey (1916) also argued that schools can and should he places where 
individual beliefs and world-views are honoured ... [and] viewed [education] as 
the bedrock of equal opportunity and access to the benefits of democracy (pp 
239-240).

Dewey (1944) goes on to suggest that the general function of education should 

be providing ‘direction, control, or guidance’ (p 23) thereby highlighting the importance 

he gave to the idea of authority in education. However, stressing the importance of 

individuality in education, he argued that ‘the emancipated individual was to become 

the organ and agent of a comprehensive and progressive society’ (p 92). Education, 

conceived of thus, involves understanding life and how life can be explored. There 

seems to be an amalgamation of both democratic and authoritative leadership at work in 

this ideal. He advocated a balance between allowing freedom and observing boundaries 

to ensure that originality is developed within an organised framework.

’ It would take too long to explore in detail what traditional principles/inethods in education might consist 
in - even if there ever were such fixed traditions. Thus, for convenience and brevity it seems sufficient to 
say that tradition here equates to values/practices associated with order, imposed discipline, hierarchy and 
resistance to change. Traditional education, so-called, both exliibits and aims to reinforce these at every 
tuni.
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Complete freedom in education could prove ‘to be destmctive of the shared 

cooperative activities which are the normal source of order’ (p 63) while, at the same 

time, it may ‘turn freedom which should be positive into something negative’ (Dewey 

1938a, p 63). In other words, by allowing complete freedom to students educators may 

encourage a sense of ownership amongst the students, but at the loss of collective 

responsibility. A culture of complete freedom also has a greater risk of failing, since 

children are (in most cases) not socially and intellectually mature enough to understand 

responsibility and accept its consequences. For Dewey (1938a) ‘the ideal aim of 

education is creation of power of self-control. But the mere removal of external control 

is no guarantee for the production of self-control’ (p 64). I explore whether a balance 

between freedom and authority may be achieved under the tutelage of a principal who is 

ethical, far-sighted, compassionate, forthcoming and willing to develop a culture of 

personal accountability, starting with herself' himself

Dewey (1938a) offers an example to show how important it is to create a 

balance between the freedom to act and the authority to direct. When children play 

games they follow the rules of the games in order to ensure proper participation of all 

players since ‘without rules there is no game’ (p 52). In case of a dispute there will 
always be an umpire (usually, for children, an older person) to whom to appeal and to 

work things out, in order to keep the game going. He pointed out that ‘the primary 

source of social control [in schools as he wanted them to be] resides in the very nature 

of the work done as a social enterprise’ (p 56) in which all feel a responsibility. Such a 

community life cannot be organised in a sustainable manner ‘purely spontaneously’. In 

fact, it requires a lot of ‘thought and planning ahead’ (p 56). In other words, the 

educator has to decide, after, as far as possible, understanding the needs and demands of 

the students, what sort of activities might best suit the needs of all equally and carry out 

those activities effectively. In such a situation ‘the activities in which all participate are 

the chief carrier of control’ (p 56).

Dewey (1938a) suggests that ‘education in order to accomplish its ends both for 

the individual learner and for society must be based upon experience...which is always 

the actual life-experience of some individual’ (p 89). In other words, even while 

following the school curriculum as prescribed by the state, school principals can devise 

ways of teaching the curriculum based on their own life experiences. However, those 

principals who have insight into, and are focused on, the development of students will 

do so while also keeping students’ needs and demands in mind. Careful planning

47



Dewey (1938a) suggests can lead to an ‘intelligently directed development of the 

possibilities inherent in ordinary experience’ (p 89) allowing students to feel that they 

are understood, appreciated, trusted and accepted.

To further elucidate this, I look at the three kinds of classroom instruction 

described by Dewey (1944). The first ‘treats each lesson as an independent whole’ (p 

163) lacking in practical applicability and without any contact with real life experience. 

The second encourages students to be more actively involved in classroom activities but 

there is still an absence of relevancy between the lessons and the experiences that 

students have outside the school. Dewey believes that the most effective type of 

teaching not only encourages creativity and active participation in the classroom but 

encourages them to make sense of the world they live in by discovering ‘points of 

contact’ (1944, p 163) with it.

To inspire such a culture of creativity for, and holistic development of, students 

the school principal can play a vital part in the process of encouraging teachers to be 

more aware of their needs and to go beyond the restrictive nature of the work of 

teaching, that is, finishing coursework and seeing that pupils achieve acceptable grades 

at the end of the year to meet both these external expectations and the individual needs 

of their students. ‘Some countries emphasise the importance of making school 

principals teach at least a few hours so that they can better understand and support 

teachers and keep up with teaching methods, tasks that can hardly be undertaken if the 

principal is totally detached from classroom life and educational experience’ (Pont, 

Nusche, & Moonnan 2008, p 76). Dewey (1938a) also expresses concern that ‘mankind 

[sic] likes to think in terms of extreme opposites. It is given to formulating its beliefs in 

terms of Either-Ors [original emphasis], between which it recognises no intermediate 

possibilities’ (p 17).

It is this ‘either-or’ divide I have tried to bridge by drawing connections between 

apparently opposing ideas that have often not been seen as being in agreement with 

each other. When looking at the history of educational theory we see that it is ‘marked 

by opposition between the idea that education is development from within and that it is 

formation from without’ (Dewey 1938a, p 17). Dewey asserts that although education is 

dependent on innate human abilities, it turns out to be ‘a process of overcoming natural 

inclination and substituting in its place habits acquired under external pressure’ (p 17). 

By developing such a clear divide educationists seem to promote an unnatural sequence 

of events so that they try to divorce students’ personal lives from their school lives.
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which may result in a turbulent school experience for the students. Whereas research 

shows that by creating a balance between education and pedagogy and between pastoral 

care and academic work more positive results can be gained (Strother & Darling- 

Hammond 1988; Saul 1995; Bolt & Swartz 1997; Hargreaves & Fullan 1998; Hinchliffe 

2001; Uhnnacher 2002; Pring 2004 and Noddings 2006).

Criticising the move from an approach where ‘learning means acquisition of 

what already is incorporated in books and in the heads of the elders’ (Dewey 1938a, p 

19) to a type of education where ‘any form[s] of direction and guidance by adults were 

an invasion of individual freedom’ (p 22) Dewey again questions the extremes of 

‘either-or’ thinking and argues that ‘when external authority is rejected, it does not 

follow that all authority should be rejected, but rather that there is need to search for a 

more effective source of authority’ (1938a, p 21). In other words a balance has to be 

struck. The problem seems to be how to develop such a contact between the traditional 

and the new? What Dewey believed needed to be done was the development of an 

understanding of how familiarity with the past can be effectively utilised to enhance the 

present and plan effectively for the future. By developing a ‘coherent theory’ (original 

emphasis) of experience’, schools may, in fact, provide ‘positive direction to selection 

and organisation of appropriate educational methods and materials’ (p 30) that do not 

completely cut themselves off from the traditional but that are very much based on the 

new requirements of schools.

Dewey (1944) argued that, as students try to come to ternis with the 

complexities of a global society, schools should be able to provide the space where 

different world-views and individual beliefs are respected. As the world tries to deal 

with a host of multilingual, multicultural, ethnic, religious and other conflicts, it is 

important that children are prepared to face new concepts and to deal with them 

effectively. Following Dewey, in this chapter I review the impact of attempts to 

combine traditional ideals with the new schools of thought (Dewey 1938a). I also 

briefly discuss the concept of public school education and explore whether schools 

under strong and ethical leaders may prove to be the instigators of social cohesion, 

promoting social welfare and justice. I turn next to the nature of the public school in 

Dewey’s terms.
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3,3 SCHOOL EDUCATION FOR EQUALITY AND SOCIAL JUSTICE:
For students to come to terms with the growing complexities of a global society, 

Dewey (1944) argued, schools should provide space where different world-views and 

individual beliefs are respected. An important question that we need to explore 

(although this is something we can do only in the most cursory way for present 

purposes) is: assuming Dewey to be correct, have educational systems around the world 

managed to deal with this need on the part of our students? There are those in the USA 

who often claim something to the effect that ‘America’s public schools have not stepped 

up to this challenge’. In other words, if the need for schools to prepare pupils for life’s 

challenges is greater than ever, where can we turn? The obvious answer is to school 

leaders who ‘should no longer think of schools as places for education, but rather as 

places for public education. Building a culture that helps students and adults understand 

this crucial difference is a powerful way that schools can contribute to a new social 

order’ (Hoff, Yoder and Hoff 2006, p 240). This might bring about a social order that 

promotes social justice, one in which educational administrators devise and implement 

policies and practices ‘that enhance the lifetime opportunities for all children, 

particularly those children who have been historically marginalized’ (Karpinski & Lugg 

2006, p 278). Much the same could be said of the UK, the Republic of Ireland, Pakistan, 

India, France etc., where policy makers often seem to be struggling to devise and 

develop systems of education that provide both for educational improvement and 

socioeconomic progress of all children, irrespective of social standing. The 

Commonwealth Education Fund (CEF) 2009 promotes ‘broad-based and democratically 

run national education coalitions’ to encourage local participation in national policy and 

practice. It aims to ‘ensure that sufficient financing is available to make public schools 

work for all girls and boys’; and to ‘get all excluded children, particularly girls, into 

public schools’ (CEF 2009, p 5). Therefore, effective/ethical school leaders may be 

required to think not only of schools as places for education, but also as places for 

public education. A true public education would entail a sound understanding of the 

needs of the public, not only in the confines of the school but also, and more 

importantly, in the community.

Leaders who make it their business to bring schools and communities together 

link school leadership with public service. A thorough study of educational history may 

be able to show the far-reaching impact of good education for the improvement of 

societies and communities the world over though an extensive empirical study of that
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kind is not possible for present purposes. Where once education was widely thought 

essential only for the sake of achieving academic excellence, many now accept the 

importance of educating children not only academically but also to become better 

individuals. Sergiovanni suggests that there are major differences in the manner in 

which ‘incompetent, competent and excellent schools’ and their leaders perform, and 

the way effective schools and leaders work. ‘Incompetent schools are characterised by 

confusion and inefficiency in operation and malaise in human climate’ (1984 p 4). Such 

schools not only fail to deal with matters of grave concern to the community, they also 

add to these issues by producing pupils who may contribute to further problems and are 

in no way equipped to deal with life in a positive manner. Such schools tend to be 

characterised by conflicts and failures, both academic and personal, between/amongst 

the students and the staff Competent schools, on the other hand, manage to produce the 

required results, academically, and cater to the personal/pastoral needs of the students, 

while allowing a certain level of freedom to teachers, allowing them to get the required 

work done in a satisfactory manner. However, Sergiovanni (1984) argues that excellent 

schools manage to produce results that are not only academically strong but exceed 

society’s expectations by producing well-rounded individuals who may contribute 

positively to society. Such schools inculcate a love for learning in their students and the 

teachers may tend to feel greater pride in their work than do others elsewhere. Such 

positive attitudes may be developed by someone willing to show both teachers and 

smdents the ways in which they can improve the quality of their work and, 

subsequently, their lives.

By contrast. Counts (2006) says: ‘our [American] schools, instead of directing 

the course of change, are themselves driven by the very forces that are transfomiing the 

rest of the social order’ (p 76). In short, the assumption that ‘the existing school is 

leading the way to a better social order’ (p 77) is a sham since. Counts argues that 

‘everywhere it is in the grip of conservative forces and is serving the cause of 

perpetuating ideas and institutions suited to an age that is gone’ (p 77). He has little 

faith in the progressive education movement which, he believes, showed some promise 

of ‘genuine and creative leadership’ by unifying the two great faiths of the American 

people; ‘the faith in progress and the faith in education’ (p 77) but has ‘elaborated no 

theory of social welfare, unless it be that of anarchy or extreme individualism’ (p 78). 

He also argues that it is only a minority of children coming from a ‘liberal-minded 

upper middle class’, where the main concern of the parents is ‘to guard their offspring
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from too strenuous endeavour and from coming into too intimate contact with the 

grimmer aspects of industrial society’, who benefit most from progressivism.

In other words, progressive schools merely help certain children to focus on 

their own development, as opposed to the development of society. Counts (2006) argues 

that, in order for ‘progressive’ education to be truly progressive, it has to free itself of 

influences that set it apart fi'om reality and community development. In short, ‘it cannot 

place its trust in a child centered school’ (p 79). He does not, however, advocate 

complete subordination of pupils to the teachings and influences of the elders. Instead, 

he proposes the development of an education that strives ‘to promote the fullest and 

most thorough understanding of the world’ without allowing any ‘deliberate distortion 

or suppression of facts to support any theory or point of view’ (p 80). He also accepts 

the thesis that ‘all education contains a large element of imposition’ and goes on to 

argue that ‘the existence and evolution of society [has always] depend[ed] upon it 

[being so]’ (p 80). In short, freedom can only be allowed in ways actually compatible 

with education, since education without any form of structure and guidance will not 

allow for a healthy, balanced growth of society. For ‘progressive education’ to prove 

truly meaningful it is important that it leads to progress for the whole of society and not 

just a minority, or elite.

Likewise, Anyon (2006) argues against allowing a divide between the education 

provided to students in different social classes. She suggests that there are four different 

types of schools in the American context. The first of these are ‘working class schools’ 

where the process of teaching and learning is quite mechanical and meaningless 

‘involving rote behaviour and very little decision making or choice’ (p 256). In such 

schools, there are rules and they are expected to be followed by the students without a 

questioning of authority, although this may not always be the case in reality. Middle- 

class schools focus on helping students get good grades through following directions set 

down by the teachers, ‘but the directions often call for some figuring, some choice, 

some decision making’ (p 260). Overall, however, there is lack of any real excitement 

for students since creativity is not encouraged in these schools. In what she calls an 

‘affluent professional school’, however, students’ creativity is encouraged and pupils 

are allowed to carry out work independently. This work ‘involves individual thought 

and expressiveness, expansion and illustration of ideas and choice of appropriate 

method and material’ (p 262). In spite of a certain level of freedom there are rules and 

certain protocols to be followed by the students. Finally, in the ‘executive elite school’
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there is constant work being put into ‘developing one’s analytical intellectual powers’ 

(p 265). Reason, logic and academic quality are the goals to be attained by the students 

of such schools, where ‘schoolwork helps one to achieve, to excel, to prepare for life’ (p 

265). Anyon (2006) offers an insight into the ‘differences in schoolwork in contrasting 

social class contexts’ (p 268) which encourage certain varieties of ‘economically 

significant relationships and not others’ in children in each social class (p 268). A truly 

public school education, then, would be one in which this last experience was universal 

not exceptional, not abandoning pursuit of social order but pursuing it in ways 

compatible with individual creativity.

3.4 PEDAGOGY AND EDUCATION:
Hinchliffe (2001) suggests that, since ancient times, there have been two distinct 

traditions in teaching and learning; pedagogy and education. ‘Pedagogy—places 

learning at the service of government, political power and the economy, while 

education—represents that more disinterested endeavour, in which teacher and pupil 

engage in a form of enquiry,’ (p 31). In other words, when considering education, there 

seems to be no clear-cut measurement of the success of learning and the interaction 

between teacher and learner. On the one hand, learning is seen as being measurable, 

since the entire purpose is to prepare people for the fulfilment of specified social, 

political and economic requirements, but on the other, it is not. Hinchliffe further 

suggests that ‘now, more than ever, is the time to recover and re-state those ideals 

associated with the tradition of education against the time-servers of pedagogy’ (p 31). 

He goes on to examine a distinction that might be drawn between pedagogy and 

education (although others do often use these two words as synonyms, so this 

distinction ‘belongs’ to Hinchliffe). He concludes that pedagogy deals with the social, 

political and economic skills and needs of the society (sociological development), 

whereas, education does all of this but also takes account of the needs and development 

of the individual (psychological development). In other words, education focuses on the 

personal development of the individual, while pedagogy deals with the social and 

economic role that person might play. A problem might arise when the focus moves 

purely to one or the other. It seems that the best option is to view education as the 

means of establishing order in society by focusing on the well-being of individuals and 

through that making for the well-being of an entire society.
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The distinction Hinchliffe draws between education and pedagogy is similar to a 

more familiar distinction that might be made between pastoral and academic education. 

A balance between pastoral education and the academic may be desirable, as one 

without the other may not bring about the holistic development of students. However, as 

Hinchliffe (2001) points out, ‘education and pedagogy are not exclusive but 

complementary’ (p 35) thus demonstrating that education and pedagogy are both 

necessary, but neither is sufficient on its own. Similarly, Lovat and Clement (2008), 

after studying the potential of good teaching to have a positive influence on students’ 

achievements, elaborated on the importance of values education in addressing social 

problems like drug and alcohol abuse. They considered it imperative for schools to 

‘engage in pedagogical practice designed to enhance competencies necessary for 

personal wellbeing and social cohesion’ (Lovat & Clement 2008, p 273). They use the 

term pedagogical practice in a more conventional sense, as a synonym for 

teaching/educating, as opposed to Hinchliffe’s more specific use of it as an alternative 

to education, but what they mean by pedagogy or pedagogical practice is what 

Hinchliffe means by education.

Uhrmacher (2002), in trying to explain the nature of meaning in education, 

proposes three ways in which meaning can be explored: the cognitive, the ontological, 

and the cultural (p 67). The cognitive nature of meaning is derived from ‘individual 

inquiry into the nature of things and leads to understanding’ (p 69). Thus, through 

intensive scmtiny of what is already known more knowledge is obtained, leading to 

greater meaning. Ontological meaning ‘encompasses the kinds of ideas and feelings 

found in meditative, cosmological and holistic inquiries’ (p 69). It is primarily 

dominated by a feeling of spiritual connection or interpersonal bond and its ends are 

universal, in the sense that a person feels closely linked to the universe as one would in 

any creative enterprise, like ‘art, theatre, dance or music’ (p 69). Finally, meaning can 

be found in cultural contexts. It is understood that one is bom into a culture which 

instils ‘a sense of values, purpose, and meaning. Meaning, in this context, as in the 

previous one, becomes relational. As Uhraiacher (2002) says; ‘It is shared’ (p 69) and 

‘all cultures create opportunities for, as well as boundaries to meaning’ (p 70). 

Considering these approaches to finding meaning in education he contends that, 

although educational ideas can be meaningful, their meanings are usually not spelled 

out clearly. Thus, in order to maximise students’ potential and allow them to obtain 

meaningful knowledge in the classroom, all three categories need to be taken into
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account (Uhnnacher 2002). He suggests that schools should provide opportunities to 

their students to explore all three types of meaning, since, without a balance of these, 

there may be grave danger of imparting knowledge that is meaningless, shallow and 

lacking in applicability in the ‘real’ world.

Noddings (2006) argues that an experience that does not invite or encourage 

self-evaluation and self-examination may not be worthy of the label education. In order 

to encourage self-examination it seems important that teachers are prepared to practise 

it themselves. There might be a greater chance of teachers examining and evaluating 

their teaching practices if a principal encourages an atmosphere of personal 

accountability. Self-examination inspires openness and authenticity and can encourage 

ethical practices. A person’s beliefs are of a very intimate nature and only through self- 

examination can one fully understand what one believes. Scrimshaw (1975) also 

suggests that ‘there is nothing which is more intimately connected with a person than 

the pattern of moral values by which they [sic] order and give direction to their 

everyday lives’ (p 1). He further contends that people who work in different institutions 

and organisations are increasingly confronted by complicated moral problems. Thus, 

schools seem to become places that young people might enter with varying ethical 

dilemmas and where they may expect to find answers and solutions. In such a situation 

it is important that teachers are equipped to deal with these issues, because, Noddings 

(2006) believes that if teachers fail to move out of‘their own narrow discipline’ (p 288) 

then students question the relevancy of such an education and lose interest completely. 

In her view, it is important that teachers undertake courses that allow them to 

understand and connect to disciplines beside their own, so that they are aware of the 

common problems of humanity and are able to relate to pupils’ universal questions of 

meaning.

Hargreaves and Fullan (1998) also propose that ‘schools should reach for higher 

educational purposes which truly are moral [ie. ethical in my terms] in transforming 

children’s lives and building a better world for the generations of the future’ (p 32). 

They suggest that four different purposes of schooling stand out as having special moral 

value; ‘to love and care, to serve, to empower and, of course, to learn’ (p 32). They go 

on to say: ‘for many pupils establishing relationships of respect and care is a necessary 

foundation for intellectual as well as social development’ (p 37). hi other words, there is 

a dire need to encourage and develop the element of care in teaching, which, ideally, 

will build stronger relationships, resulting in better learning and enhanced opportunities
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for students when they leave school (Dryden, 1995; Fried, 1995). Service to the 

community should be one of the main purposes of schooling and family life, leading to 

a more meaningful existence in society (West 1993; Saul 1995; Hargreaves & Fullan 

1998; Pring 2004). They argue that, where previously people volunteered to help out in 

their communities, developments in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries 

have led to people doing everything for personal gain and to many schools performing 

only to flilfil certain curriculum requirements. For them, ‘developing meaning and 

commitment to abstract ideals like the public good begins with serving, caring and 

meeting obligations in one’s immediate community, neighbourhood and school’ (p 46).

Hargreaves and Fullan (1998) have further argued that it is vital that the process 

of empowerment begins in the classroom. To ensure that this process takes place they 

suggest that principals and school systems need to allow more freedom to teachers by 

involving them in decision-making, promoting team leadership and involving them in 

more than merely delivering facts in the classroom. However, Blase and Anderson 

(1995) contend that in empowering teachers in isolation from other stakeholders 

(parents, pupils etc) there is a grave danger of disempowering others. But Hargreaves 

and Fullan (1998) do also point out that ‘we must ensure that by giving more voice to 

teachers, we do not ironically silence or marginalise the voices of others’ (p 48). It is 

important to establish the kinds of professional behaviours that do not isolate teachers 

from the rest of the community but involve them further in imparting more meaningful 

education. One way that teachers might achieve this would be by encouraging students 

to take on responsibilities, through active participation in community service 

programmes. This is, of course, an idea well-established in the USA, though it has been 

widely criticised there for leading to ‘extra-creditism’ i.e. selfishness disguised as 

service.

Finally, Hargreaves and Fullan (1998) describe what they take to be the three 

pillars of learning. The first involves the need to design learning experiences so that 

more students are meaningfully involved in the learning process, the second involves 

encouraging teachers to accept their roles as continuous learners to be able to enhance 

their students’ learning because they ‘are essential to the creation of a better learning 

society’ (p 52) and the third emphasises collaboration between schools and their 

communities allowing schools to obtain ideas and feedback ‘about how to improve their 

practice and get better results over time’ (p 53). Thus, parents are encouraged to 

collaborate and through their combined efforts come up with solutions to different
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problems. Hargreaves and Fullan (1998) suggest that teachers should be able to work 

out problems with parents, instead of falling into the ‘blame game’ trap, where both 

parties refuse to acknowledge their individual shortcomings. Ideally, people in schools 

should try to provide an equalising and inclusive culture for pupils and their 

communities.

Focusing on the idea of the ‘child-centred philosophy of education’ (p 82) Pring 

(2004) highlights the difference existing between two distinct traditions. The first 

represented by people such as Friedrich Froebel and Maria Montessori ‘who emphasize 

the individual nature of growth - the gradual development of potential that is there 

waiting to be recognized, fertilized, watered, or just allowed to grow’, as opposed to the 

tradition associated with Dewey who stressed the ‘social context of development’ (p 

82). The first tradition focuses on the intelligent being responsible for all her/his actions, 

while the second dwells on the social nature of this process of growth which is thought 

to be a result of a steady increase in one’s experience and understanding. This comes, 

‘through the interaction between a person [with a particular set of perceptions, beliefs, 

attitudes, values] and the social and cultural environment in which he [sic] finds 

himself (p 82). Pring favours the idea presented by Dewey and suggests that the child- 
centred philosophy of education leads to an ‘establishment of links between the learner 

(the thinker, the enquirer) and those social understandings of experience that are 

embodied within different subjects’ (2004, p 82). In other words, education becomes the 

means to help students achieve greater relevance for, and understanding of the practical 

aspects of life, while still maintaining their originality/individuality.

Bolt and Swartz (1997) also suggest that contextual learning ‘occurs in the most 

effective and natural manner, associating classroom theory with real-world application. 

Learning occurs most effectively when information is acquired in the context of its 

natural use’ (p 81). In their opinion, this kind of learning tries to bring together ‘work 

and education, curriculum and instruction, different disciplines, and students of various 

levels and talents. In short, contextual learning is a conduit to applied knowledge’ (p 

81). Such a connection can be encouraged through systematic planning carried out by 

the school principal who operates as a mediator between classroom practice and real- 

world application, who facilitates an understanding of external expectations by people 

within the school and who encourages them to work in accordance with those 

expectations, while maintaining their own creativity and individuality.
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Barrow (1975), by contrast to Pring (2004), questions the child-centred 

philosophy of education, calling it ‘vague and vacuous’ since, in his view, there does 

not seem to be ‘any evidence to support the view that child-centred education will 

promote happiness any more than a variety of kinds of education might’ (1975, p 170). 

For instance, a child whose education revolves around her/his personal needs may very 

well be more involved in the school experience and, consequently, be happier, than a 

child whose education is reliant upon the aspirations of adults. However, there can be 

cases where children might gain more from their school experience if there was some 

structure and a sense of direction. On the other hand, there can be children who learn 

more in school situations where they are given ample freedom to exercise their 

imagination and practise their ideas. In both these examples children might be happier 

because they find their individual experiences quite meaningful. It seems possible that it 

is individual experience, rather than the shared education imparted to children, that can 

prove to be the decisive factor in setting pupils up for life.

Strother and Darling-Hammond (1988) suggest that the most important task for 

teachers is not to prepare eloquent lectures ‘but to understand the experiences, 

conceptions, preconceptions, misconceptions, and understandings that each student 

brings to the learning process’ (p 448). Through such mindfulness teachers may develop 

the types of influences that encourage pupils to gain more from their educational 

experience. In their opinion, education is much more than acquiring facts, ‘it is an act of 

self-affirmation, a moral act, an act of empowerment for the student’ (p 448). It seems 

important in such circumstances to devise a system of education where the diverse 

needs of the students are given importance in designing the school curriculum. There 

has to be an element of care in the work of school administrators to the extent of their 

ensuring that the prescribed curriculum is taught in ways that cater for the needs of the 

majority of students.

Pirrie and Lowden (2004) conducted focus group research at the University of 

Glasgow in which 46 women and 21 men took part. These participants included young 

mothers from deprived areas, unemployed men, ex-offenders, low-skilled workers, 

older people, people with different disabilities and people from significant minority 

ethnic groups in Scotland (p 518). The primary motive behind this research was ‘to 

listen, to attempt to enter into the inner world of people whose views and experiences 

were rather different from ours’ (p 518) and, through that listening, to ‘challenge the 

value systems of a society that puts educational prestige in the centre of the frame’
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while excluding those ‘who are marginalized from the mainstream concerns of schools 

as institutions’ (p 526). Examining the purposes of education, Pirrie and Lowden (2004) 

assess its future directions by criticising educational systems that are ‘largely focused 

on academic achievement ... [depriving them of] the innate self-belief and confidence’ 

(p 526) needed to prepare them for a fast changing and demanding world. Therefore, the 

need would seem to be to promote a system that is accessible to and where success is 

achievable for all those willing to be part of this system. The sort of person who may be 

able to make this distinction and allow this understanding to permeate into a school is 

the ‘good’ school leader.

When studying how teachers perceive the ethical dilemmas faced by their 

students and how they cope with them, we look to the field of philosophy of education. 

This field is often criticised for being unconnected to classroom practice and abstract 

because, ‘in an effort to gain respectability as a learned society or guild, philosophers of 

education gave up social relevancy for academic respectability’ (Boyles 2006, p 1). 

Following Dewey’s criticism of traditional epistemology as being ‘a hollow area of 

inquiry’ (p 5) Boyle further asserts that ‘epistemology can and should represent an area 

of inquiry that is relevant and useful for philosophy of education, especially as it 

develops classroom practices that foster inquiry’ (p 6). This could lead to a more 

comprehensive and consistent curriculum that would suit the needs of the school and 

match the talents of individual teachers.

However, in order for schools to take this stance the teachers in them need to be 

strong in their beliefs and have the courage to break away from the norm. As far as 

decision-making is concerned, the principal can be the main instigator of change. 

Bronwyn Evans, an Australian school principal, apparently had a vision for the future 

and that vision helped her prepare for students’ requirements more effectively and with 

greater relevance to their needs. She approached her work in an organised manner. In 

other words, she focused on structure and planning before pursuing her duties as 

principal. Evans, however, balanced her focus on goal-direction and students’ outcomes 

with a strong belief in the value of creating a caring environment for her students. By 

providing such a positive climate she was seemingly able to facilitate the improvement 

of teaching and learning. She believed in collegial practices. Such an attitude allowed 

her to stay in touch with all members of staff and students. And, although she 

encouraged participation by all in the decision making process, she saw her role as vital 

to the whole process. She strongly believed in the importance of a collegial approach in
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ninning her school. Thus, while she was the main player in structuring everything that 

had to be done, she also encouraged teachers to take up leadership roles, to bring out the 

best in them (Dimmock & O’ Donoghue 1997).

For such an atmosphere to exist, one that is based on equal participation of all 

those involved in teaching and learning, it is important for the principal to start the 

process. Promoting a personalised approach towards imparting knowledge through 

‘interactive classes’ (Silverthorn 2006), the principal does not only show respect for the 

teachers’ views but also displays a certain level of trust in their ability to participate in 

the running of the school. This attitude, when displayed by teachers in their classes, may 

encourage more active and positive involvement by students. The interactive class is the 

‘local’ equivalent of the ‘global’ model of leadership I call ethical leadership, based on 

a balance of authority and democracy. The teacher’s presence offers a sense of having 

some form of authority that provides stmcture to the lesson, but an interactive approach 

on the part of the teacher may allow students to voice their ideas and participate in the 

teaching-learning process with a sense of freedom. By encouraging students to speak 

and participate in their classes teachers are focusing on their holistic development and, 

in the process, providing them with the content required for their examinations. This 

seems to depend on the stance that the principal adopts in dealing with teachers and, 
through them, with students.

Thus, it seems important for the principal to provide the necessary structure, 

incentives and encouragement for teachers to change to a more interactive form of 

teaching to combat, in a facilitative and understanding way, any form of resistance that 

students might put up in taking up this change. Such an ideal may be achieved if the 

principal acknowledges the presence of this duality and works towards achieving a 

balance between the tu'o.

3.5 PASTORAL CARE AND ACADEMIC TEACHING IN SECOND-LEVEL 

SCHOOLS:
Adolescence is one of the most fascinating and complex transitions in the life 
span; a time of accelerated growth and change second only to infancy; a time of 
self-discoveiy, and emerging independence; a time of metamorphosis from 
childhood to adulthood....The events of this crucially formative phase can shape 
an individual’s life course and thus the future of the whole society (Carnegie 
Council on Adolescent Development [CCAD] 1995, p 20).
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Adolescence is the stage when people are most at risk of alienation and when 

they often feel alone in the experiences and troubles they face. It is at this stage that the 

element of concern shown in schools, both by teachers and principals, may help in 

building trust and allow pupils greater confidence in themselves, from having the 

knowledge that they are not alone, that there are people who care enough to listen and 

provide help when needed. Dewey (1916) argues that school instruction and discipline 

should be the path to follow while focusing on students’ character development. He 

further suggests that it is important for school administrators and teachers to be on the 

lookout for, and make provision against any situation that ‘hampers the realisation of 

the aim [of developing character]’ (p 346). What could be the single most important 

factor to contribute to this holistic development of students? There could be a whole list 

of factors. However, the most important contributing factor, according to a substantial 

body of research, seems to be tbe principal (Leithwood & Montgomery 1982; Andrews 

& Soder 1987; Heck, Larson, & Marcoulides 1990; Hallinger & Heck 1996; Leithwood 

& Jantzi 1999; Jackson 2000; Day, Harris, & Hadfield 2001; Wiley 2001; Fullan 2002; 

Leithwood & Riehl 2003; Leithwood, Leonard & Sharratt 1998; Marks & Printy 2003; 

Robinson et al. 2008; Witziers, et al. 2003).^

Ritcbie (2010) suggests that principals who are more interested in unstable and 

low-achieving schools are the ones who genuinely want to make a difference in the 

lives of children coming from disadvantaged backgrounds. Research indicates that 

students coming from disadvantaged and deprived areas expect much more care and 

compassion at school than they get from their home lives (Sanacore 1995). When 

understanding and support are perceived by students to be missing from their school 

experience the result can be dissatisfaction and, consequently, clashes between students 

and teachers (Erickson 1984, 1987; Giroux 1983). Iris Cerney, head teacher of 

Whitmore Junior School in Basildon, Essex strongly believes in equality of opportunity 

and entitlement for students. In her opinion, it is usually schools in disadvantaged areas 

that face difficulties, but she suggests that: “‘if we can provide a school that is safe, 

secure and a stable environment, then children will have a greater propensity to flourish 

and do well’” (quoted in: Ritchie 2010).

■ Of course, not everyone will be persuaded by this claim on my part, no matter how many references I 
offer in an attempt to substantiate it, and that being so, I am thrown back on simply saying that it is my 
strong intuition (and that of others) that this is so. Even those who may not agree must at least accept that 
tills is plausible as a claim.
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A difference in home and school environments is considered to be a major

contributor to dissatisfaction and low self-esteem in young pupils and ‘blame for poor

educational outcomes flows freely across the much-noted divide between home and

school’ (Gregory & Weinstein 2004, p 405). Schools complain of parental negligence in

providing guidance and support for children, while parents criticise teachers/schools for

not recognising the needs of their children and dealing with them effectively. However,

both sides recognise the importance of adolescents creating positive relationships with

adults in school and at home, along with ‘supervision and limit setting’ (Roth &

Brooks-Gunn 2000, p 6) to make them less susceptible to being impacted by negative

external influences. Research indicates that;
Although adolescents desire more freedom from adult control than children do, 
they do not want total freedom and they do not want to be emotionally detached 
from their parents. Instead, they desire a gradual increase in the opportunity for 
self-determination and participation in decision making and ride making (Eccles 
etal. 1993, p 99).

Irwin, Burg and Cart (2002) focus on the transition from childhood to adulthood 

and discuss how young people, due to their vulnerability, are susceptible to outside 

influences and engaging in dangerous behaviours as a result. They suggest that, 

although a difficult period of change from childhood to adulthood, ‘the evolution of 

self-discovery and emerging independence offers unique opportunities, including 

greater access to life’s possibilities’ (p 92). Thus, pastoral care is extremely important 

for the holistic development of students. Adolescents are in great need of such care and 

understanding, since it is at this sensitive and caicial stage that ‘the adolescent social 

brain emerges as a work in progress. It is seen developing structurally and functionally 

and will continue to do so throughout the twenties’ (Blakemore 2008b). She further 

claims that ‘the adolescent brain is malleable and there is evidence that it is especially 

susceptible to environmental influences, such as teaching’ (Blakemore, 2008b). This 

teaching could take place anywhere and in any form.

It is this time of change that can prove to be the most crucial and open to outside 

influences, so ‘the potential for constructive influence and for improving adolescents’ 

life chances is great’ (CCAD 1995, p 12). Research carried out by Roeser, Eccles and 

Sameroff (2000) showed that:

Specific instructional, interpersonal, and organisational dimensions of middle 
school life, as perceived by adolescents themselves, are associated in important 
ways with the quality and character of their education- and non-education- 
related development during the years of early adolescence (p 443).
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Erikson’s (1973) life span theory of development defines the life task of

adolescence as the realisation and discovery of what one cares to do and who one cares

to be. He added that one of the life tasks for adulthood involved the discovery of whom

one should take care of I suggest that it is this that should be at the forefront in the life

of every school and this may be achieved if the heads of schools pay attention to the

basic needs of their students. Bergmark (2008) refers to these basic needs and their

fulfilment as ‘character education [and] good character education promotes the moral

development of students and also enhances their academic learning’ (p 267).

In a secondary school in Sweden Bergmark (2008) asked students how they

wished or did not wish to be treated by others and came up with five different themes.

Students stressed the importance of positive relationships based on shared

understanding with family, friends and teachers and considered having this to be a great

support. They also emphasised their desire to be accepted and respected for their

abilities and individuality, which greatly helped with their self-confidence; building

trust both inside the school and at home through honesty and open communication

helped them feel respected and more secure. And voiced their need for confirmation and

appreciation to be shown even through small gestures like a greeting helped build their

self-esteem and, finally, as an amalgamation of the previous themes, ‘students seek

mutually respectful relationships’ (p 275). Such things are important because, by

showing disrespect in speech, actions or ‘non-actions’ people can ‘hurt both the inner

life of a person as well as the physical body’ (p 275).

Such a nurturing environment might be possible under the leadership of a head

with understanding, compassion and the desire to make a difference in the lives of

students and teachers alike. This seems to chime in with the claim that;

The young gangsters of the world are seeking happiness, and I make the guess 
that their unhappiness in home and school is the root cause of their being 
antisocial. The happiness they should have had in childhood gave place to the 
spurious happiness of damaging and stealing and beating people up (Neill 1992, 
p47).

For Neill, punishment was not the cure for individual and social sickness, rather, 

through love, care and understanding one could help steer young people in trouble back 

to the right path. In other words, for him, it was the act of caring, more than the 

provision of academic education, that really mattered in the development of young 

minds. This does seem persuasive, though as Neill operated in a specific context, a 

small, distinctive, fee-paying school and the applicability of his ideas in a more general
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way remain a subject of debate. However, some principals may exhibit that such levels 

of caring are not impossible to achieve in more ‘normal’ schools.

While stressing the importance of promoting caring and compassion in a world 

in which violence and confusion are sometimes said to be rampant among adolescents 

(Fagan & Wilkinson 1998; Irwin 2004; Waldron 2011; Harland 2011) and where 

materialism may weigh heavier than more humanitarian concerns (Buckingham 2000, 

Kasser 2002; Dittmar 2007), Noddings (1995) believes, ‘it may be umiecessary to argue 

that we should care more genuinely for our children and teach them to care,’ (p 675). 

Low academic standards and lack of moral character development are both problems 

and while progress in the former can be achieved at the cost of the latter, or vice versa, 

the solution to the former may actually best be found in attending to the latter. Noddings 

(1995) also argues that ‘we should want more from our educational efforts than 

adequate academic achievement’ (p 675), but even this cannot be achieved, ‘unless our 

children believe that they themselves are cared for and learn to care for others,’ (pp 675- 
676).

Noddings (1995) asserts that ‘there is a lot to be gained, both academically and 

humanly, by including themes of care in our curriculum’ (p 676). She deems it essential 

for education to change students’ cultural orientations by encouraging critical study; to 

develop cross-curricular links between subjects to make learning more meaningful; 

encourage pupils to look around, question and appreciate more of their lives, by 

developing more compassionate and understanding selves; developing closer 

relationships between teachers and students through sharing of knowledge based on care 

and, finally, to encourage a continuous search for competence in students by inculcating 

care and concern for others.

As Noddings puts it, summing up her case: ‘caring is not just a warm, fuzzy 

feeling that makes people likeable (1995, p 676). By encouraging such a stress on 

caring there might be a greater chance of developing ‘respect for the full range of 

human talents’ (p 676) rather than just mathematical, scientific or literary talents. 

Noddings (1995) believes that it is very important for teachers who deal with students, 

especially young students, to be fully prepared to assist them in making decisions about 

whom to confide in. And while teachers want their students to trust them and express 

themselves, they also ‘have an obligation to protect immature smdents from making 

disclosures that they might later regret’ (p 677). This is an ethical problem, but one that 

can be dealt with through careful planning, guidance and being prepared to tackle these
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issues, if they emerge, by the principal. To sustain such an environment of care it is 

important to develop it across the board and not just on the part of a handful of teachers. 

Since it is suggested that ‘caring relationships between teachers and students create 

possibilities—opportunities for academic as well as interpersonal learning to occur’ 

(Noblit, Rogers & McCadden 1995, p 681).

Here it is possible to argue that there needs to be a balance of both the so-called 

traditional form of teaching and the caring aspect of teaching. Without caring about 

students and showing genuine concern for their well-being teaching becomes a purely 

mechanical act with grades as the end result. Similarly, without any solid subject 

knowledge and mere sentimentality without any structure, there will be no real growth. 

Children need both mental and emotional support. This support can perhaps best be 

provided if there is a balance between traditional teaching and pastoral care/caring. 

Nobit, Rogers and McCadden (1995) argue that ‘we do not want to dismiss the technical 

dimensions of teaching as unimportant or unnecessary, for they often organise the 

rituals and symbols necessary to express and embody the value of caring’ (p 683). But, 

at the same time, ‘caring fosters this teacher/student connection and encourages 

possibilities for learning that may not otherwise occur’ (p 683). Research carried out by 

Conger (1991) shows that specific qualities pupils prefer in teachers include being 

determined, unbiased and fair, passionate about their work, affectionate, positive and 

adaptive, considerate and sensitive, and being able to conuuunicate clearly while, at the 

same time, encouraging innovation.

Waller (1932) argued that human relationships were vital in schools, saying that 

all the important things that take place in schools are a result of ‘interaction of 

personalities’ (p 458). He goes on to suggest that the ‘reformation of the schools must 

begin with the teachers, and no program that does not include the personal rehabilitation 

of teachers can ever overcome the passive resistance of the old order’ (p 458). To 

ensure that productive activities take place, the school principal needs to be fully 

prepared to encourage teachers to adopt more positive attitudes. One way of achieving 

this may be by giving equal significance to academic matters and pastoral care, when 

preparing teachers.

Schools could integrate and at the same time presei-ve the exclusivity upon 
which the hierarchy of the academic tradition is founded, by balancing the 
exclusive nature of the academic tradition with the inclusive nature of pastoral 
care (Power 1996, p 24).
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3.5.1 Pastoral Care: The Umbrella Term

Power (1996) defines pastoral care as ‘that part of the curriculum which caters 

for the social and emotional needs of pupils, as opposed to the subject-centred side 

which provides the academic cognitive dimension’ (p 7). My study explored the 

principals’ views about creating and implementing a curriculum that may provide for 

the academic cognitive needs of students while, at the same time, ensure that this may 

be done in a manner that leads to their intellectual, social, emotional and spiritual 

growth. This is where the role of an ethically strong and authoritative leader who is 

fully aware of the need for individual freedom in order to develop creativity and 

individuality, comes in. Such a principal may be able to foster a collaborative and 

caring school culture by balancing the use of authority with suitable levels of freedom 

to be enjoyed by people in the school.

Studying examples, both past and present, of teachers who went beyond their 

required duties and gave something extra to the advancement and improvement of their 

students, what emerges is a picture of what ethical leadership might be in the school 

context. When strategic leaders build their schools’ academic achievements, while 

keeping the best interests of their teachers and students at heart, they are adding an 
ethical dimension to their leadership. Thus, ‘students become organic intellectuals; that 

is, they are in places called schools not only to become literate but also to use their 

facility with language to bring about radical changes in society’ (Dantley 2003, p 282).

This ethical framework sets the foundation for policies and strategies that may 

best suit the needs of the entire school. There are countless examples that suggest how 

democracy in education, with the right kind of planning, may not only survive but also 

do good for the entire school body. Dewey and Neill both supported the idea of 

promoting freedom in students to encourage them to think for themselves and develop 

as individuals. However, although Dewey (1938a) gave significant importance to 

‘freedom of intelligence, that is to say, freedom of observation and of judgement 

exercised in behalf of purposes that are intrinsically worth while [sic]’ (p 61) he warned 

against the common mistake of identifying this freedom with ‘freedom of movement, or 

with the external or physical side of activity’ (p 61). In saying this he did not defend the 

restrictive staicture of the ‘typical traditional schoolroom’ where the ‘military regimen 

of pupils who were pemiitted to move only at certain fixed signals, put a great 

restriction upon intellectual and moral freedom’ (p 61). He encouraged a balance 

between intense intellectual and physical activity since, he believed that ‘periods of

66



genuine reflection’ occur only ‘when they follow after times of more overt action’ (p 

63).

This balance may thus be presented in the following figure:

Figure 3.1: Possible outcomes of Pastoral Care in Education

Figure 3.1 shows the possible outcomes of pastoral care in education. More 

specifically, it shows that when teachers practise pastoral teaching it can help in the 

overall development of the students. Thus, pastoral care acts as the umbrella term, under 

which the academic, philosophical, creative, personal-social and physical development 

of the students can take shape more meaningfully and effectively. Flowever, there may 

be different, even seemingly contradictory, routes to achieving this.

3.5.2 Pastoral-academic teaching:

Aware of the cnicial nature of the period of adolescence Erikson (1973) writes 

that ‘in no other stage of the life cycle are the promise of finding oneself and the threat 

of losing oneself so closely allied’ (p 244). An explanation of this lies in the fact stated 

by Steinberg (1983): ‘the changes in identity which take place during adolescence 

involve the first substantial recognition and restructuring of the individual’s sense of 

self at a time when he or she has the intellectual capability to appreciate fully just how 

significant the changes are’ (p 255). Therefore, it may be that academic teaching 

without pastoral care will not have an impact on students’ minds as significantly as if 

the two are applied together. It becomes essential for teachers to try and achieve ‘a nice 

balance of intelligence and feeling’ (Gehrkens 1964, p 39) where they show awareness
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and acceptance of mles but, at the same time, have the artistry and compassion to look 

after their students’ holistic needs, to create what Gehrkens refers to as ‘real art’ that 

‘matters [and] endures’ (p 39).

Thus, the need may be to balance intelligence and feeling or in other words, to 

create a balance between academic work and pastoral care. The need to encourage new 

ideas in young people appropriately and help them make sense of the world they reside 

in requires this balance. Reid (1986) argues that ‘it is not an “either/or” situation. The 

promotion of pupils’ intellectual and behavioural growth should be the mutual aim of 

both tiers within schools’ (p 10). If all this is so, then it follows that it is essential that 

teachers realise the importance of good pastoral work in ‘knowing the total child’ (p 11) 

to obtain positive outcomes in education, outcomes that may further enhance school 

effectiveness.

In order to achieve both personal and social growth a sound education that 

provides ample knowledge is essential, because often ‘[the best] emotional therapy is an 

intellectual enterprise’ (p 126) and good teaching in itself can demonstrate concern and 

regard for students. In other words, ‘time spent marking maths, English or social studies 

books is no less valuable than participating in a sympathetic discussion of adolescent or 
primary children’s needs’ (Reid 1986, p 126).

Commenting on the distinction that often emerges between academic and 

pastoral provision in schools. Power (1996) sums the position up by saying that ‘where 

the academic is visible, the pastoral is invisible. Where the academic has strong 

insulation, the pastoral has weak insulation’ (p 60). For a solid and worthwhile 

education it is important that, wherever possible, both the academic and the pastoral are 

given equal importance. In some cases, where students are in dire need of emotional 

support, the pastoral may be given greater significance than the academic but it is 

essential that a general division is ended, since they complement each other and one 

without the other makes for less than can be achieved in a combination of both. After 

studying the divide between pastoral care and academic teaching in schools Power 

(1991) argues that, often, teachers and academics see the principles of pastoral care as 

being at odds with the demands of more academic subjects. This, she has suggested, 

leaves a gulf between pastoral care initiatives on the part of individual teachers and the 

mandate of rigorous academic training which others see themselves as holding. Power 

(1996) further argues that the best forai of pastoral care is focused on students’ social, 

psychological, developmental and educational needs and centres around holistic
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development. Best et al. (1983) also highlight the importance of removing the divide 

between pastoral and academic education since they believe that ‘both are concerned 

with the interests of children’ (pp 269-270).

Thus, by bridging the gap between the intellectual and emotional needs of 

students, it should become increasingly easy for teachers to bond with their pupils in 

ways that may help them understand the pupils’ problems and deal with them 

effectively. As important as pastoral-academic teaching is for students at all levels, it is 

most important for adolescents. In this sometimes very turbulent and insecure period, if 

the individual needs of students are ignored merely because of the pressures of 

academic deadlines it could prove detrimental. A project carried out in the New South 

Wales independent schools sector led to the development of the idea of academic care, 

aimed at enhancing students’ learning and well-being together. It links the ‘positive 

learning’ aspect of pastoral care to academic teaching while academic care is also seen 

as having ‘the capacity to strengthen the pastoral work of schools’ (Nadge 2005, p 29).

Blackburn (1980) also suggests that ‘each member of the staff contributes in 

various ways to the total learning experiences of the pupil’ (p 58) which can result in 

academic success of that pupil, and at the same time, strengthen her/his understanding 

of herself/himself and others. Blackburn goes on to argue that differentiating between 

teaching the curriculum for exam preparation and tutoring for practical purposes could 

result in a false division betw'een pastoral and academic structures within a school. 

Teachers’ preparation for a pastoral role is as important as, if not more so than, 

preparation for teaching the curriculum.

However, before this may be achieved it seems important to focus on the 

teachers’ well-being. Thus, pastoral care may be most cost effective, or easiest to 

achieve, when staff are the subject of some attention, not just pupils. Focusing on the 

needs of school staff. Grove (2004) suggests that, although the needs of staff are 

extremely important in respect of pastoral care, they are relatively neglected in the 

literature. In his opinion, it is vital for the smooth running of both the pastoral and the 

academic systems that people in schools are mindful of the needs of students and 

teachers. It is only when teachers are satisfied in the places where they work and are 

happy with the work they carry out that they will be able, efficiently and effectively to 

undertake the very sensitive, yet vital, task of caring for the needs of their students.
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Grove (2004) describes ‘three Rs’ of pastoral care—relationships, respect and 

responsibility and suggests that it is vital to focus on teachers and their needs in the 

workplace. The first, building positive relationships of trust and honesty based on open 

communication (Bolton 1987), may develop a deeper connection between teachers and 

their students, based on the understanding that ‘feelings need to be shared freely while 

respecting the rights of the other’ (Grove, 2004, p 34). Such learning requires a deeper 

connection between teachers and their smdents through a complex process of 

dependence, interdependence and independence which may lead teachers and students 

towards self-improvement by constantly reinventing their relationships depending on 

their specific needs and understandings (Tait 1997; Harrison 1998).

Grove (2004) considers the second ‘R’, referring to the idea of respect, to be an 

extremely important ingredient ‘in the development of positive, nurturing relationships’ 

(p 36) since lack of this respect, in his opinion’ may prove destructive both 

‘professionally] and personally]’ leading to very high turnover rates of both staff and 

students. Both teachers and smdents feel valued and trusted if shown respect by the 

administration. Teachers may feel a closer connection to the school and thus perform 

more effectively and show the same level of trust and respect to the smdents thus 

starting a chain reaction that could have a positive impact on the whole school.

The final aspect of pastoral care, suggested by Grove (2004), is responsibility, of 

which he says, ‘[it is] often one of the more problematic aspects of developing a strong, 

effective pastorally caring community’ (p 37). Due to the variety of schools there are in 

the world it would be difficult or impossible to have the same system running in all, as a 

result of cultural, religious, ethnic and social differences. Thus, there are some countries 

where politicians and those who are in education do not find it important to focus at all 

on the pastoral aspects of teaching. They focus primarily on academic achievement and 

try proving their worth through ensuring excellent results. It is the third kind of school 

that ‘do[es] not embrace change’, being mn by people who ‘are resistant to it and face 

extreme crisis in trying to deal with it’ (Grove 2004, p 37).

However, in spite of these differences there is common ground. People in 

schools across the world seem to have much the same motives and intentions; 

improvement of communities through education of children. Therefore, there needs to 

be a collaborative approach towards encouraging the entire community to work towards 

equipping teachers to deal with, and help to solve, the pastoral needs ‘of the students in 

their class and in fact also those outside of their class’ (Grove 2004, p 37).
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Other than helping students achieve academic success, teachers have a

responsibility to try to meet their pastoral needs. What is essential is the collaborative

development of communities, in order to fill the gulf between the pastoral needs of the

pupils and the imparting of theoretical and practical knowledge.

[Pastoral care] is at the veiy heart of the school as a learning community 
because it challenges us as teachers to continue to make sense of our own lives 
and experience, before we have the humility (or temerity) to support our pupils ’ 
social and emotional as well as academic development (Hall 1998, pp 66-67).

3.6 SUMMARY

The aim of this chapter was to provide an understanding of the concept and 

purposes of education. The study focused on the current emphasis on improvement in 

schools and the ways through which a shift has to be made from pushing mere 

‘pedagogy’ and ‘exam-based education’ to encouraging ‘holistic education’ and 

‘pastoral care’ in schools.

Students in school may be increasingly caught up in a ‘rat race’ of accumulating 

grades and competing against fellow students. In neo-liberal, socio-economic theory, 

competitiveness is seen as a positive driving force. What is forgotten in this process is 

the fact that students, and in particular adolescent students, need to develop all their 

faculties. In order for them to be socially aware and involved in the world they may 

have to move beyond the formal curriculum. The need, then, seems to be to balance 

pastoral care that encourages freedom of speech and creativity with the structure 

provided by the examination based academic stmcture. If students start synthesising 

their understandings without such balancing influences there might be danger of their 

isolating themselves and not being sensitive to the opinions of others around them. 

Thus, ignoring holistic development may make for a greater chance of inhibiting 

students developing healthy relationships and contributing positively to the society, as 

‘competent, confident, connected, caring youth ... [may] sustain for ftiture generations a 

society marked by social justice, equity, and democracy [where] all young people may 

thrive’ (Lerner, Brentano, Dowling & Anderson 2002, p 28).

The next chapter reviews the concepts of leadership and school leadership 

through a specific focus on the concept of principalship. I examine various definitions 

and theories of leadership and implications of the different styles of leadership are 

studied in the light of research carried out by several scholars and researchers. I also 

review the concept of principalship and how different definitions of traits linked to and
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possible styles in leadership discussed at the start of the chapter might contribute 

towards a better understanding of the role that the Irish second-level school principal 

can play in ensuring the holistic education of her/his students.
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CHAPTER 4
LITERATURE REVIEW 

LEADERSHIP AND PRINCIPALSHIP

What began in antiquity as a profoundly philosophical concern—how to find the 
Guardian—has become demythologized, and now flourishes as a thickly tangled 
web wherein notions of values, ethics and morality have been leached away, 
ignored, or deprecated as irrelevant (Hodgkinson 1983, p 198).

4.1 LEADERSHIP: THE CONCEPT:

Before studying the work carried out by school principals in general and Irish 

second-level principals in particular, I first took up the task of trying to understand the 

idea of leadership and what the role of the leader entailed. It took me almost a year to 

grasp this concept (and then perhaps not entirely, as it may elude ultimate definition). I 

searched books, articles and websites, hoping to gain some sort of clarity as to what 

leadership is about. But even after completing early drafts I still came across researchers 

(such as Daft 2011) who wrote about the baffling nature of this concept in such a way 

that it still seemed to escape those trying to grasp its meaning and significance. What is 

certain is that the concept of leadership has come to be recognised only recently. Bass 

(1990) refers to the word leadership as ‘a sophisticated, modem concept’ (p 11), which 

has been variously defined during the course of its history; however, ‘one can detect a 

family resemblance between the different definitions’ (Ciulla 1995, p 12). They all 

seem to focus on leadership as a type of behaviour, influence, strategy, action or 

procedure that encourages people to do something.

Leadership is often thought to have a certain mystique and an enigmatic nature 

(Kanungo & Mendonca 1996; Zaleznik 1992) which may prevent its being fully 

understood. It is a term that can bring images of strong, charismatic individuals to mind, 

those who ‘command victorious armies, direct corporate empires from atop gleaming 

skyscrapers, or shape the course of nations’ (Yukl 2006, pi). Kotter (1990) argues 

against this ‘mystical’ and ‘mysterious’ image of leadership and brings it into the realm 

of the practical world where, he claims, it ceases to be ‘the province of a chosen few’ (p 

103). His way of achieving this was by writing about how to bridge the gap between 

management and leadership; since ‘management is about coping with complexity’, 

which, in his view, is a result of an emergence and growth of large industries and
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organisations, while leadership ‘is about coping with change’ (p 103). In order to deal 

with this change he refers to the ‘direction-setting aspect of leadership’, not only setting 

out plans, but something that ‘creates vision and strategies’ (p 104). However, vision, he 

admits, has ‘a tendency to degenerate into the mystical’ (p 104) so that, in the end, 

definitions such as this may not really do much to dispel the existing confusion around 

this concept.

Thus, the concept of leadership as a set of practices, approaches and models has 

been the subject of intensive scrutiny and study. A universal definition has eluded all 

those who have tried to come up with one. Bums (2006) attempted to establish a 

‘general theory of leadership’ (p 2) but this turned out to be, what Ciulla (2006) refers to 

as, ‘a terrific failure’ (p 221) due to conflict between ‘an integrative theory’ and the 

‘current multidisciplinary field of leadership studies’ (cited in: Goethals & Sorenson 

2006, p 3). Yukl (2006) also suggests that ‘like all constructs in social sciences, the 

definition of leadership is arbitrary and very subjective. Some definitions are more 

useful than others, but there is no “correct” definition’ (pp 4-5). Kellerman (2004) 

argues that leadership is not a moral concept which means that leaders are much like the 

people around them. They are every bit as dependable or untrustworthy, cowardly or 

courageous, materialistic or charitable as ‘ordinary’ people. ‘To assume that all leaders 

are good ... is to be wilfully blind to the reality of the human condition, and it severely 

limits our scope for becoming more effective at leadership’ (p 45).

Some researchers even argue that there really is no need for leadership. Would 

there be any reason for someone to lead if people were ethical and professional in their 

approaches to their work? Sergiovanni (2007) goes to the extent of saying that ‘the 

more leadership is emphasized, the less professionalism flourishes’, and ‘the more 

professionalism is thriving, the less need there is for leadership’ (p xiv). If all members 

of a group are professional in their work there may be no need for ‘anybody to check on 

them, to push them, to lead them. They are compelled from within’ (Sergiovanni, 2007 

p ix). Thus, can leadership be labelled outdated and redundant? Are people enlightened 

enough to make important decisions on their own, or is there still a need for a strong 

core in each group that can keep it together and help people function in their own best 

interests? In the following sections I examine the distinction between concepts such as 

leadership and administration, and the importance of the leader-follower relationship 

when it comes to evaluating the role of leadership and how important it may be to have 

a leader for an organisation.
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4.2 LEADERSHIP, MANAGEMENT AND ADMINISTRATION: THE DIVIDE
For the purpose of my study and for the sake of providing clarity it is important 

to highlight the distinction between leadership, management and administration and to 

note that different people hold different views as to the role of the administrator and 

manager as opposed to that of the leader. Bolam (1999) refers to educational 

management as ‘an executive function for carrying out agreed policy’ (p 194). He refers 

to the change identified by Gunter (2004) from ‘educational administration’ to 

‘educational management’ and finally to ‘educational leadership’ as a ‘paradigm shift’ 

(Bolam 2004). Bush (2011) delineates the use of the word ‘administration’ as being 

specific to countries like North America and Australia where it is still commonly used. 

He further acknowledges the evolution of tenns such as ‘management’ and ‘leadership’ 

from ‘administration’. He views leadership and management as being equally important 

for the effective and successful running of schools and colleges (Bush 1998). In spite of 

this change in terminology there does not seem to be a major change in these three 

concepts and ‘leadership’ according to Hoyle and Wallace (2005) merely seems to have 

taken over the concept of ‘management’ to identify the requirements for running 

different organisations. Thus, I view what Hodgkinson (1983) and Kotter (1990) refer to 

as administration as being similar to what Kotterman (2006) and Zaleznik (1992) refer 

to as management. Hodgkinson (1983) defines administration as ‘philosophy-in-action’ 

(p 2), something which attempts to ‘rationally comprehend and civilize power in 

organizational affairs’ (p 14), translates values into a ‘world of mixed value and fact’ (p 

6) and organises people and processes in ways that lead them towards common, shared 

goals. He further argues that, ‘administration is leadership. Leadership is administration. 

Good leadership is simply good administration and bad administration is simply bad 

leadership [original emphasis]’ (p 195). Supporting this view Kotter (1990) observes 

that leadership is neither better than administration, nor can it replace it. He refers to 

them as being ‘distinctive’ yet ‘complementary systems of actions’ (p 103) which are 

equally important ‘in an increasingly complex and volatile business environment’ (p 

103). Thus, management deals with difficulties resulting due to an increase in large 

establishments and organisations, whereas leadership handles change and new ideas. 

Although different, both these fomis of action deal with making decisions about what 

needs to be done, developing relationships and working with people to achieve common 

goals and to make sure that all members of the group work together.
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Unlike Hodgkinson (1983), and Kotter (1990), Kotterman (2006) found it 

‘unusual for one person to have the skills to serve as both an inspiring leader and a 

professional manager’ (p 16). He argues that managers have very important jobs and 

should not try to take up the role of leader. Kottennan (2006) concludes that ‘multiple 

leaders with different visions not only can confuse but also can decrease subordinates’ 

motivation. Additionally, if everyone is focused on leading, then no one is managing the 

processes or doing the work’ (p 16).

This same idea is explored by Zaleznik (1992) for whom rational and ‘mundane’ 

managerial culture is seen as a contrast to the ‘almost mystical beliefs as to what a 

leader is and [such a definition] assumes that only great people are worthy of the drama 

of power and politics’ (p 127). He argues that developing the attributes of a manager 

and a leader in the same person is a difficult thing to accomplish because ‘they differ in 

motivation, personal history, and in how they think and act’ (p 127). He does, however, 

bridge this divide by referring to a situation in which he advised a chief executive 

officer of a company who was employing indirect means to deal with a subordinate’s 

hostile behaviour, to confront him and personally deal with the issue. Zaleznik showed 

that it is sometimes possible to strip away ‘the veils of ambiguity and signalling so 

characteristic of managerial cultures’ while encouraging ‘the emotional relationships 

leaders need if they are to survive’ (p 135) through direct contact with their 

subordinates.

Another example that highlights this divide between leader and manager was my 

appointment as a teacher by a principal/leader who talked of high ideals and service 

through educating young people for ensuring a brighter future for the country. But, three 

years into that appointment, I saw that ‘leader’ change his attitude so that he went from 

being aware of the needs of teachers and smdents, and about how best to facilitate 

growth and positive thinking in the school culture, to being someone who distanced 

himself from the ‘affairs of the school’ after appointing a manager. There were two 

problems that came about due to this change: first, the newly appointed manager 

introduced a system of payment for work done in the school on the basis of quantity 

rather than quality, which meant that the high ideals I and a few other teachers had 

started out with were no longer considered relevant and, second, this change distanced 

the principal/leader from the teachers and students. Consequently, decisions were made 

without considering the general welfare of people in the school and focused on the 

piecework culture introduced by the manager. A culture of distrust and dissatisfaction
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engulfed even the most focused of us. However, my idealism did not falter because I 

saw hope in my students and I held to the ideals set out under the guidance of the 

‘leader’ I had known at the start of my teaching career.

Zaleznik (1992) refers to the courses of action, through which society produces 

managers and leaders, respectively, as: ‘development through socialization, which 

prepares the individual to guide institutions and to maintain the existing balance of 

social relations’ (p 133) that he believes produces managers, and ‘development through 

personal mastery, which impels an individual to struggle for psychological and social 

change’ (p 133) which he suggests leads to the emergence of leaders. The ideal would 

be to amalgamate these two so as to allow the leader to carry out the work of the 

manager and vice versa. Historically, too, research suggests that this has been 

recognised as an ideal. For Plato, ‘the ultimate construction of reality can be 

characterized as idealistic. The ultimate nature of reality is ideal’ (Takala 1998, p 788) 

and the leader has two main tasks to carry out, namely: ‘control the implementation of 

education’ and ‘control the propagation of thought’ (p 791). Further, ‘the function of the 

controllers in the [ideal Platonic] State is considered important and therefore the 

controllers must be philosophers’ (Takala 1998, p 791). However, this mystical sense of 

leadership, one that creates a divide between ideal and reality by promoting the idea of 

the leader as a philosopher, seemed unattainable even to Plato towards the end (Melling 

1988). Nonetheless the ideal would be to have a leader who is not only able to 

philosophise and lead people towards greatness but who is also able to get involved in 

management and administrative work.

In Ireland, since 2010-11, changes in education policy and a moratorium on the 

filling of promotional posts in schools, such as those of assistant principals and year 

heads (http://www.rte.ie/news/2011/0427/education.html), have led to gaps in middle 

management structures, leaving principals to carry out the roles not just of leaders but 

also of those of the manager/administrator. The dual nature of the Irish school 

principal’s work and the manner in which this work is carried out, juggling both these 

roles, was part of the focus of my research and is discussed at length in Chapter Five 

and in Chapter Ten. But, for the time being, it is sufficient to note that the ideal is of 

leader-who-is-also-manager (while this has always seemed hard to satisfy). This ideal 

has long existed, but it became all the more important in early twenty-first century 

Ireland as it became increasingly clear that principals would not be relieved of their 

managerial duties, allowing them to become ‘pure’ leaders. Principalship in Ireland
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underwent three phases of evolution (OECD 2007). Before 1971 it was ‘predominantly 

administrative’, between 1971 and 1989 it became ‘predominantly managerial’ and 

from 1990 to the present day there is ‘a growing emphasis on leadership in addition to 

tasks of administration and management’ (Sugrue 2003. Cited in: OECD 2007, p 21).

Thus, I follow the idea presented by Hodgkinson (1983); Cuban (1988); Kotter 

(1990); Leithwood (1994); Clatter (1997); Bolam and Deal (1997) and Hallinger (2003) 

that good leadership is synonymous with good management. In particular, as stated in 

Chapter Ten (p 349) principals are confronted with countless issues and challenges, 

both anticipated and unanticipated. 1 attempt to explore if principals as leaders structure 

goals in a manner so as to motivate others (students and teachers) around them to work 

towards achieving common goals and necessary ends (Cuban 1988). Likewise, as 

managers they work towards sustaining competently and efficiently organizational 

procedures (Cuban 1988). Thus, I use this idea on the grounds that work carried out by 

the leader should not be an individualistic activity, it has to be collaborative and 

dualistic in spirit so that she/he is able to lead, collaborate, manage and achieve as part 

of an organisational structure. The focus thus shifts from leaders to both leaders and 

followers. Before studying the various definitions and theories presented by different 

scholars and researchers, it is important to understand the roles of and relationships 

between leaders and followers.

4.3 LEADER-FOLLOWER RELATIONSHIP:
A good leader might be a product not only of the qualities that she/he possesses 

but of the followers that she/he has. Thus followers, in this sense, may prove cnicial 

both to the style of the leader and the influence exerted by her/him on the perception 

and cognition of followers (Hollander 1993; Andrews & Field 1998; Marion & Uhl- 

Bien, 2001). In other words ‘influence and power flow from legitimacy, which is in 

several ways determined or affected by followers, and their response to leaders’ 

(Hollander 1993, p 29).

Some researchers even argue that confident, risk-taking and strong followers, 

who feel empowered with a strong sense of ownership for their work, are a prerequisite 

for the sustainability of organisations (Lundin & Lancaster 1990; Rosenau 2004). 

Similarly, a leader might be ‘quite content, quite happy, quite fulfilled as an 

organizational hennit, but [aware that] one’s influence is limited and the potential to 

accomplish great things, which requires interdependent action, is almost extinguished’
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(Pfeffer 1992, p 9). A leader cannot function as ‘a sole voyager’, instead she/he has to 

play a key role in ensuring the well-being and advancement of followers (Hollander 

1995, p 55) in order to establish beliefs that contribute to the enhancement of 

individuals and organisations by valuing followership as much as leadership (Lundin & 

Lancaster 1990, p 19).

Linking ‘charismatic leader-follower relationships’ to the ‘psychology of 

narcissism’. Post (1986) refers to the psychology of the leader as a key that can ‘unlock 

crucial aspects of the psychology of their followers’ (p 676). He associates the 

charismatic leader with ‘the mirror hungry personality ... [that thrives on] a continuing 

flow of admiration from his audience in order to nourish his [sic] famished self ... [by 

developing] a sense of grandeur, omnipotence, and strength’ (p 679). He further 

associates the ideal follower of a charismatic leader with ‘the ideal-hungry personality’ 

(p 679) and labels followers ‘the admiring crowd of hypnotic subjects ... without whose 

uncritical response the charismatic leader would be but an empty shell’ (p 683). Bums 

(2003) also criticises charismatic leadership for distorting the ‘constructive and 

mutually empowering leader-follower relationships’ (p 27) that encourage leaders to 

allow initiatives amongst followers and provide ample opportunities for growth. Instead 

charismatic leaders may fail to empower followers and, ‘just as charismatic leadership 

fails to empower followers, so leaders are not empowered by subservient followers’ 

(Bums 2003, p 27). He refers to such a form of leadership as ‘confusing and 

undemocratic’, almost ‘a type of tyranny’ (p 27).

The question of whether it is better to have authority focused in one person or 

divided among several members of the group is not a new one. What seems desirable is 

for a leader to act in ways that benefit the whole group. In such a case leadership is seen 

to be more about serving and less about leading or mling. Several scholars have 

suggested that servant leadership has as much to do with having a follower focus as 

with a leader focus (Russell & Stone 2002; Winston 2002; Patterson 2003; Winston 

2003; Dmry 2004; Nwogu 2004; Stone, Russell, & Patterson 2004; Irving 2005). 

Patterson (2003) suggests that the servant leader focuses on her/his followers and their 

behaviours and attitudes in such a way that the leader’s focus corresponds with the 

focus of the followers. On the other hand, while highlighting the divide created 

between those who lead and who follow, Hollander (1974) suggests that ‘all leaders, 

some of the time and in varying degrees, are followers, and followers are not immutably 

cast in non-leader roles. Often, they may, and do, become leaders’ (p 20). For instance.
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while practising distributed leadership a leader might decide to delegate responsibilities 

amongst staff. Such an act might help her/him to separate the leaders from the non

leaders, while also allowing a greater chance for sharing of responsibilities.

Although there will only be few individuals appointed to the status of leader, it 

is not guaranteed that only those few have the capacity to exhibit the behaviours thought 

necessary for leaders. Hollander (1974) has highlighted the differences between two 

categories of leaders. The first comprises leaders appointed within set organisational 

frameworks; the second category covers leaders who achieve their positions of power 

by the free and willing support of followers. The first category of leaders is appointed in 

a more traditional manner, on the basis of influence over followers and ‘the impact of 

their personalities’ (p 22). The second category (‘emergent leaders’ [p 21]) obtain their 

positions of power through personal characteristics, open interaction, being more 

knowledgeable leading to greater confidence. For instance, a school principal appointed 

from the outside by the governing body might be seen as a threat and an outsider, 

making it difficult for people to follow her/him. However, a principal appointed from 

within the staff, who is well-liked and respected by teachers and students for being 

knowledgeable and sociable, might be accepted and followed more readily.
Often the level of importance accorded to a leader’s behaviour emanates from 

the impact that it has on the performance and job satisfaction of her/his subordinates. 

There is evidence that leadership style affects the performance and attitudes of 

subordinates. Day and Hamblin (1964) showed that the performance of subordinates 

changed according to the use of punishment and closeness of supervision by the leader. 

They contrast ‘close supervision’ with ‘anomic supeiwision’. The first ‘describes the 

degree to which a supervisor specifies the roles of subordinates and checks up to see 

that they comply with the specifications,’ and the second ‘would involve no 

specifications (that is, no expectations or norms) and no checkups’ (Day & Hamblin 

1964, p 500). However, by adopting a supervisory style which ‘involves a moderate 

number of specifications and checkups, at least enough to let the workers know what 

they are supposed to do’ (Day & Hamblin 1964, p 500), there could be greater chances 

of working collaboratively towards common goals.

Similarly, Dawson, Messe and Phillips (1972) selected a college classroom 

teaching situation to show how experimental variation in the leader’s level of 

understanding and strategic structural planning for the organisation could produce 

changes in group behaviour. Such is the complex, yet ever evolving, relationship of the
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leader with her/his followers that decisions taken by the leader, directly or indirectly, 

might influence and have an impact on followers both individually and collaboratively. 

In a more recent study Kellerman (2008) described a structure defined by the role of 

authority as one where followers are ‘subordinates who have less power, authority, and 

influence than do their superiors and who therefore usually, but not invariably, fall into 

line’ (p xix). Reliance on the leader and compliance on the part of the follower is 

reflected in the way Townsend and Gebhart (1997) conceive the idea of followership ‘as 

a process in which subordinates recognize their responsibility to comply with the orders 

of leaders and take appropriate action consistent with the situation to carry out those 

orders to the best of their ability’ (p 52). However, through collaborative and shared 

leadership the leader may be able to develop the followers enough for them to take 

action independently. Howell and Costley (2006) suggest that in such a way followers 

can feel confident and well-equipped to deal with situations where they might be 

expected to make their own decisions and act as leaders in the absence of an appointed 

leader.

The leader, in this sense, is seen as the guardian, the guide, the one who leads 

the way and who encourages freedom. Although the concept of the ruler, the guardian 

or philosopher- king has been prevalent for ages, it was only around the beginning of 

the twentieth century that the concept of leadership surfaced, and with it a motley of 

definitions that dealt with the personality of the leader, the circumstances in which the 

leader functioned, the leader’s approaches towards ruling her/his people and the leader’s 

relationship with her/his followers etc. The following section of this chapter highlights 

the various definitions and theories of leadership presented over the past 50 years. There 

have been as many as 65 different classification systems developed in this period to 

define the dimensions of leadership (Fleishman et al., 1991), some of which I examine 

below.

4.4 DEFINITIONS AND THEORIES OF LEADERSHIP:
The concept of leadership as a set of practices, approaches and models has been 

the subject of extensive scmtiny and study. Yukl (2006) argues against the feasibility of 

trying to resolve controversies that arise in trying to come up with the most appropriate 

definition of leadership and refers to it as being random and personal.

‘Leadership has been the subject of an extraordinary amount of dogmatically 

stated nonsense’ (Bernard 1948, p 80) and is considered ‘a mishmash of mythology,
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mistakes and misunderstanding’ (Rost 1993, p 149). It is referred to by Hodgkinson as 

‘a shambles, a mess full of philosophical confusion’ (quoted in: Ribbins 1997, p 4). A 

whole variety of definitions, theories, models, approaches and strategies further add to 

this confusion (for example: Bennis 1959; Stogdill 1974; Bush 1995; Day, Harris, 

Hadfield, Tolley & Beresford 2000) making it increasingly difficult for the concept of 

leadership ‘to retain a global view’ (Andriessen & Drenth 1998, p 321). In that sense, 

the concept of leadership seems more of an ideal than a reality, something which 

changes its meaning from person to person, and situation to situation.

Some researchers in the twenty-first century became more accepting of the idea 

of multiple definitions of this concept, one that is as mystifying and intriguing as are the 

abstract concepts of life and love. Adair (1983) proposes that leadership matters deeply, 

but for a leader to be effective she/he should be aware of both, the needs of the group 

and each individual need, to be able to carry out the expected tasks effectively. He 

presents the three approaches to leadership namely: trait, situation and group, as being 

complementary and linked; and these, in his view, are the core of effective leadership. 

Regarded as the father of modem management, Drucker (2001) suggests that leadership 

should not be based on charisma or the desire to gain prominence but something far 

more ordinary such as getting everyday work done. Specifically, Dmcker (2001) asserts 

that leadership is ‘mundane, umomantic and boring. Its essence is performance’ (p 268) 

and the ability to ‘create human energies and human vision’ (p 271) by gaining trust of 

the group through consistency and open communication. Although one may argue that 

there is nothing ‘mundane’ or ‘boring’ about creating ‘human energies and ... vision’.

Rejecting the traditional view of leaders as people who set direction, make 

important decisions and lead their followers, Senge (1990) argues that such leadership 

clearly highlights the powerlessness of people, their lack of vision and an inability to 

deal effectively with changing environments in the absence of a leader. Senge (1990) 

proposes that the concept of ‘leader as teacher’ is not about teaching people how to 

achieve a vision. On the contrary, ‘it is about fostering learning, for everyone. Such 

leaders help people, throughout the organisation, develop systemic understandings’ (p 

356) and encourage achievement through collaboration. This definition conveys the 

essential idea that leadership should not be the province of a solitary leader, but, rather, 

should be a capacity (or set of capacities) within a community, to allow the entire group 

to participate and achieve common goals. For example, such a leader might be 

somebody who would not follow a one-person leadership style, but, rather, be able to
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tap into the talents of the followers so as to ensure sustainability for the programmes

that she/he as a leader might have introduced.

It is interesting to note that concepts presented by these scholars are more or less

similar to those presented by theorists and thinkers of the past. The earliest possible

definitions of leadership can be traced back to the early twentieth century. Several

handbooks and anthologies of leadership (see e.g. Bass 1990) review developments in

the twentieth century and early twenty-first century, exploring the definitions presented

by different scholars and the contexts in which these definitions were presented. On the

basis of his extensive study Bass (1990) suggested that;

Leadership has been conceived as the focus of group processes, as a matter of 
personality, as a matter of inducing compliance, as the exercise of influence, as 
particular behaviours, as a form of persuasion, as a power relation, as an 
instrument to achieve goals, as an effect of interaction, as a differentiated role, 
as initiation of stnicture, and as many combinations of these definitions (Bass 
1990, p 11).

On the basis of these concepts and classifications, as I have already indicated, 

definitions and theories of leadership can be studied under two clear headings; leader- 

focused and group focused since this helps in understanding of this very complex 

concept. Another important aspect of the matter I have looked into is leadership 

identity. Thus, reviewing concepts and theories that present the leader as being a focal 

point in any group and having distinct qualities that allow her/him to stand out from the 

rest, I study the leader from a psychological perspective and investigate ‘identity as an 

individual developmental accomplishment’ (Sinclair 2011, p 508) that can influence the 

group. I also study below the influence that the group can have on the leader or what 

Sinclair calls; ‘the role of social forces and institutional power in [the leader’s] identity

making’ (2011, p 509). This accords with the claim that;

[D\evelopment of leadership capacity from novice to intermediate to expert 
levels [is a process in which] there is an expected shift from individual-to 
collective-level identities, which represents a movement from surface-level to 
deep-level structures (Day 2011, p 39).

Such a shift highlights the distinction drawn between ‘leader development and 

leadership development’ and the main difference is ‘an orientation toward developing 

human capital (leader development) as compared with social capital (leadership 

development)’ (Day 2000, p 605). For such a development to take place it is important 

for leaders to integrate their personal, social and professional identities, effectively. In 

other words, they should be capable of understanding themselves, their reactions to
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others around them, and exhibiting an acceptance of how others respond to them and to 

adapt to different situations (Lord & Hall 2005). Thus, an integration of these two 

capacities is essential as choosing one over the other might lead to ‘developing 

individual leaders without concern for reciprocal relations among people or their 

interactions within a broader social context...[leading to] the risk of placing people in 

challenging developmental situations that are too far over their heads’ (Day 2000, p 

605). And in his view, a far better approach is to ‘link leader development with 

leadership development such that the development of leadership transcends but does not 

replace the development of individual leaders’ (p 605).

In the following paragraphs I briefly look at the different perspectives on and 

approaches to leadership as they have evolved over the years. Power-influence, great 

man, traits, skills, and style or behavioural theories all seem to have evolved into the 

new models of transformational, transactional, charismatic, visionary, instmctional, 

strategic, authentic and autocratic leadership which focus on the leader as the main 

source of influence on the entire group. On the other hand, situational, personal- 

situational, contingency, path-goal, and leader-member exchange theories all seem to 

have evolved into the new models of servant, democratic, ethical, participatory, 

collaborative and distributive leadership which focus on the leader as being the source 

of encouraging a sense of shared responsibility and ownership by working alongside the 

followers rather than from a higher place of power. I present various definitions of 

leadership and link them to existing theories below under two headings: leader-focused 

and group-focused.

4.4.1 LEADER FOCUSED DEFINITIONS AND THEORIES:
The following definitions and theories of leadership highlight the importance 

given to the personality and role of the leader in a group. They represent the reasons 

why some scholars believe there must be a leader with inner strength for a group to 

function properly. In other words, these definitions and theories deal with the 

psychological aspects of leadership. The field of psychology deals with the study of the 

person and it provides ‘an understanding of how the person works, how he or she 

develops, and how the characteristics of the person influence what he or she does’ 

(Charon 2010, p 20). In short, how and why leaders and followers act, behave and 

respond in different situations seems greatly dependent on leaders’ individual
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personalities and specific traits. The following table summarises the ensuing paragraphs 

to provide clarity about the manner in which I have presented these concepts:

(Table 4.1) LEADER FOCUSED DEFINITIONS AND THEORIES

Leader as the centre of 
the group

Leader’s personality and its influence 
and ability to persuade and induce 
compliance

Situational and contextual 
influences on the leader

Power-Influence Approach Trait Theories Situational Theories
Great-Man Theory Skills Approach Personal-Situational Theories
Authentic Leadership Style or Behavioural Approach Contingency theories

4.4.1.1 Leader: The Centre of the Group
Cooley (2009) and Mumford (1906) highlight the ‘power of one’, with the 

leader seen as the force that binds the group together, enhances unity and understanding 

within the group and manages to make its members work as a coherent whole. In short, 

the leader focuses on how best to release the energies and ideas of all the group 

members for the attainment of common goals. Yukl (2006) reflects on the idea and 

argues that leadership is considered to be ‘a process whereby intentional influence is 

exerted by the leader over followers’ (p 3). Thus the leader was seen as someone who 

would have all the answers and followers were reliant on the leader, and their own ideas 

did not play any important roles in the process.

However, further research suggested that, although the leader could be seen as 

the central figure and had the greatest prominence in the group, she/he was influenced 

and affected by the needs of the entire group. Thus the leader is considered as holding a 

position of exceptional potential in the field, so as to encourage collaborative work 

within the group, based on common goals and aspirations, by detennining the structure, 

atmosphere, goals, ideology and activities of the group (Blackmar 1911; Bennis & 

Biederman 1998; McMahon & Fall 2006). Three different theories support the 

influential nature of the leader in deteimining goals for the group and leading them 

towards an attainment of these goals. In the following paragraphs I study the idea of 

power and influence in leadership, the theory of the leader being seen as a Great Man 

and finally a relatively current idea of authentic leadership where the focus is solely on 

the authentic self of the leader.

4.4.1.1.1 Power-influence approach:

Just as there is ambiguity attached to the concept of leadership, the word power 

also has a variety of meanings and is widely looked on as something that evades a
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single definition. Morriss (2002) claims that it is almost impossible to say what we 

mean by ‘power’ and, although there is an instinctive understanding of the term, the 

growing literature on this concept shows that although there already exist 

understandings these may not be sufficient for academic discourse.

Power and influence are not the same, although at times they are used as 

synonyms. Morriss (2002) vehemently asserts that the two concepts should be kept 

separate, without allowing confusions to creep in and blur the conceptual distinctions. 

He describes ‘power’ as ‘a concept referring to an ability, capacity or dispositional 

property,’ (p 13). And, ‘as a dispositional concept, power is neither a thing (a resource 

or vehicle) nor an event (an exercise of power); it is a capacity' [original emphasis 

throughout] (Morriss 2002, p 19). For him, there is certainly more to take into account 

in studying ‘power’ than just the power of prominent individuals. For this purpose he 

observes that positional power originates due to the resources that accompany that 

position and ‘possession of these resources is what differentiates two people of roughly 

equal personal ability’ (Morriss 2002, p 108) giving one power over the other.

Discussing the power of a group, he writes: ‘sometimes a group’s power can be 

thought of in exactly the same way as an individual’s power’ (Morris 2002, p 109). 

However, for a group to have any power, and for it to be able to exert that power, it is 

vital that the group has what he calls ‘epistemic power’. If even one member of the 

group is not sure about what is expected of her/him, or is confused about her/his 

position in the group the group will not have ‘epistemic power’ and such a group would 

not be able to work effectively. ‘The main problem with group power—as with any 

form of collective action—is that co-ordination [sic] between the individuals is 

required’ (Morriss, 2002, p 110) and, in the absence of this hamrony, the group will lose 

any chances of acquiring any fomi of power or control.

Pfeffer (1992) also attributes individual success in organisations to collaborative 

work and shared efforts that depend on ‘how successfully individuals can coordinate 

their activities’ (p 36). Each person has to be aware of what is expected of her/him as a 

separate individual and while working in a group has to be fully conscious of what the 

other members of the group are doing. He identifies the following six personal 

characteristics that, in his view, can lead individuals to acquire power in organisations; 

having the necessary energy and physical stamina; a strong focus on the work at hand 

and determination to achieve excellence sooner rather than later; compassion and 

understanding of the needs of others in the group; a willingness to be adaptable; always
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being willing to face criticism and respond to it effectively and, finally, being altruistic 

and inclusive enough to allow other members of the group to contribute. He further 

stresses that ‘knowledge without power is of remarkably little use. And power without 

the skill to employ it effectively is likely to be wasted’ (Pfeffer 1992, p 47). If there is 

no acknowledgement of the presence of power and influence, how can leaders 

encourage or inculcate an atmosphere of empowerment, in other words, a sharing of 

power? He goes to the extent of saying that organisations will continue to fail ‘unless 

and until we are willing to come to terms with organizational power and influence, and 

admit that the skills of getting things done are as important as the skills of figuring out 

what to do’ (p 12).

It is, therefore, reasonable to suggest that the power-influence approach can 

fomi a basis for the different types of leadership practised in the world. Needless to say, 

without power and the ability to influence people to bring about a change, there would 

be no value in any form of leadership, since power involves both the expertise to 

identify and solve important problems facing the organisation, and the opportunity to 

demonstrate this expertise by being in the right place or position at the right time. The 

true leader will be able to exert greater power when her/his position is central in the 

organisation (Yukl, 2006). Power is dependent on the personal qualities of the leader, 

while influence is more reliant upon how followers respond to a leader.

Studying the concept of leadership it emerges that the main tool that leaders use 

in dealing with their followers is their ability to use ‘power to influence the thoughts 

and actions of other people’ (Zaleznik 1992, p 126), however, in such a situation the 

leader may run ‘the risk of losing self-control in the desire for power’ (p 126). It is also 

essential to note that leadership alone cannot achieve anything, as, without followers, 

there can be no leaders or leadership. Hollander (1993) argues that ‘by their role in 

legitimating leadership, followers affect the strength of the leader’s influence, the style 

of a leader’s behaviour, and the perfomiance of the group, through processes of 

perception, attribution, and judgement’ (p 29). Thus, followers’ perfoiTnance may be 

attributed to their perception of both the leader and the situation. Such perception may 

prove detrimental as leaders who abuse power may encourage their followers to do 

likewise (Zimbardo and Leippe 1991).

Highlighting the difference between concepts of power and influence, Hollander 

(1993) refers to power as ‘the ability to exert some degree of control over other persons, 

things, and events...by contrast, influence involves more persuasion, with the recipient
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having latitude for a free choice, rather than be subject to imposed authority’ (p 31). 

Power and influence might involve different practices, but they are closely linked in the 

sense that a leader may use them both, depending on the circumstances and the 

followers involved. Hollander (1985) suggests that appointed leaders must rely on 

influence in order to encourage and persuade their followers to work, as unrestrained 

use of power can be dysfunctional and lead to resistance from, and negative feelings in, 

followers.

It cannot, however, be ignored that it is the leader and her/his attitude towards 

different workplace situations that can decide the manner in which the followers react to 

the assignments laid out for them. The leader has the power, or authority, not only to 

guide but also to lead people to work in ways that she/he deems fit for the entire 

organisation. In this regard. Watt (1982) acknowledges that ‘authority is always 

associated with inequality of some kind, and nowhere is this more obvious than in the 

authority that goes with knowledge’ (p 47). In his opinion, it would seem appropriate 

for people to turn to the Judgement of those who know more and who seemingly have 

the answers to problems than to prefer the ignorance of those less knowledgeable.

This inequality could also be seen as a result of several distinct characteristics of 

the leader. It could be a result of the leader’s authoritative personality, or her/his ability 

to understand the needs of the whole group and devise ways to enhance the entire 

group. The leader does this by setting an example and giving the group’s members 

chances to be part of the process. In other words, there has to be a system of reciprocity 

through which leader and followers put in collaborative efforts towards the attainment 

of common goals. This, in turn, may create a sense of understanding and acceptance in 

the leader and followers about the inequalities that exist between the one in authority 

and the followers. For instance, a leader who shows sincerity in pursuing her/his 

organisational goals and works towards the attainment of those goals will accept the 

followers as being on a par with her/him and will have a greater sense of respect for the 

followers, allowing the leader to willingly share decision making with them, thus the 

leader may gain greater credibility and support.

Fundamental to the leader-follower relationship is a process of exchange in 

which the leader gives something and gets something in return. The leader provides a 

framework through which she/he directs the followers towards the achievement of 

desired goals and, in return, earns greater influence, rank, acknowledgment and respect 

so that the leader can more easily make statements that highlight her/his ideas and have
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them accepted by the followers (Hollander & Julian, 1969). Although reciprocity seems 

to be the key to allowing the leader-follower relationship to work, in most or all leader- 

follower relationships there is inequality in the way power is distributed between the 

two and this is the essence of the relationship. Russell (1962) claims that ‘inequality in 

the distribution of power has always existed in human communities, as far back as our 

knowledge extends’, he attributes this divide simply to the necessity of meeting external 

demands and, sometimes, to ‘causes which are found in human nature’ (p 12). In his 

opinion most collaborative initiatives can only happen if they are ‘directed by some 

governing body’ (p 12). There will always be men/women whose personalities and 

characters allow them to command and others who always want to follow. This clearly 

highlights the significance of any differences in personalities and how these differences 

may influence the actions carried out by the leader and the followers. However, there 

are also those ‘who like to command in some situations, but in others prefer to be 

subject to a leader’ (Russell, 1962, p 13). In such a situation the potential leader might 

be compelled to take up tlie role due to circumstances, but given a choice, under 

different circumstances, she/he may prefer to take a back seat.

However, it is vital to distinguish between authority or power and the abuse of 

authority or power. Watt (1982) observes that when there is an extreme misuse of 

authority people cease to see the difference between authority and its abuse. In his 

opinion, people who amalgamate ideas of violence and authority, by saying that since 

violence makes people obey then exercise of authority is tantamount to violence, simply 

create confiision. Bennis and Nanus (1985) go to the extent of saying that ‘these days 

power is conspicuous by its absence’ (p 6) leading to a sense of powerlessness in the 

face of conflicts, catastrophes and various predicaments. They refer to power as being 

the main source of new ideas and something that ensures sustainability of actions that 

bring motives and intentions to fruition. Gardner (1990) looks critically at the way most 

people shy away from the idea of exercising any form of power over others. They 

would much rather claim to be totally democratic, but, in practice, they do exercise 

power in their specific roles without accepting it. Gardner (1990) argues that by 

repudiating power, individuals and organisations will lose their capability ‘to bring 

about certain intended consequences in the behaviour of others’ (p 56). For this study 

the concepts of influence and power are used interchangeably to highlight the role of 

authority in leadership. The concept of influence is taken as the main instigator that

89



enables the leader to gain influence over her/his circumstances, to exert power to affect 

these circumstances and, consequently, to influence events.

4.4.1.1.2 Great man theories

In the early twentieth century, leadership traits were scrutinised to decide what 

made certain people great leaders. Northouse (2007) suggests that the title ‘great man’

was developed due to the focus on ‘identifying the innate qualities and 

characteristics possessed by great social, political, and military leaders’ (p 15). 

Mohandas Gandhi, Abraham Lincoln, and Napoleon Bonaparte were amongst those he 

considered to be great. This idea emerged due to the belief that these traits were innate 

and only extraordinary people possessed them.

The great man theory might be said to be ‘as old as history’ but Boring (1950) 

suggests that ‘its age does not render it obsolete’ (p 339). He argues against the 

possibility of this theory being wrong as it ‘expresses too obvious a truth about society’ 

(p 339), that people ‘still look to great men for the partial explanation of history’. In 

other words, there are still those individuals who affect the lives of others in life

changing ways: so-called ‘great men’. A separate discussion on whether or not a ‘will to 

power’ is unique to men or found especially in them would be interesting (but is beside 

the point for now).

These theories propose that great leaders are born and not made; that greatness is 

a quality that certain people are born with and due to such innate potential these 

women/men are best to lead others. Bass (1990) also refers to this idea that ‘for many 

commentators, history is shaped by the leadership of great men. Without Moses, the 

Jews would have remained in Egypt. Without Winston Churchill, the British would 

have given up in 1940’ (p 37). Similarly, Borgatta, Bales and Couch (1954) suggest that 

history is rife with examples of great leaders who worked in ways that enhanced the 

potential of the masses and helped them accomplish common goals.

However, Dowd (1936) maintains that leadership cannot be distributed amongst 

the masses since people in every society have different aptitudes, levels of drive, and 

ethical inclination, whatever direction they choose or are influenced to take they will 

always be led by the greater few. This theory arises from the view that certain 

individuals possess leadership traits that are innate and, therefore, carmot be learned. 

Borgatta, Bales and Couch (1954) acknowledge the ‘implicit ease with which

Hereafter I shall not query the use of the term man/men but assume that it does refer to female leaders, 
actual or potential, as well.
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manipulation is possible if the organizational perfomiance is detennined by the single 

person in the top position’ (p 756). However, testing the great man theory in group 

performance they showed that great men could lead to the creation of ‘great groups’ 

with excellent group performance, since ‘productivity and satisfaction of the members’ 

(p 759) increases simultaneously. This is further supported by Kirkpatrick and Locke 

(1991) who suggest that ‘regardless of whether leaders are born or made or some 

combination of both, it is unequivocally clear that leaders are not like other people 

[original emphasis]’ (p 59). They further reiterate the claim that, although leaders do not 

have to be ‘intellectual geniuses or omniscient prophets to succeed’ (p 59), they still 

need to have the ‘right stuff, which, they suggest is not equally present in every person. 

The great man theory was rejected on the ground that there were no consistent set of 

qualities that would differentiate the leader from the non-leader in a variety of 

situations. However, as discussed later in this chapter, several new models and theories 

of leadership still give importance to personal traits and skills and behaviour on the part 

of the leader in influencing change in followers and organisations.

4.4.1.1.3 Authentic leadership:

Authenticity, suggests Harter (2002), implies that ‘one acts in accord with the 

true self, expressing oneself in ways that are consistent with inner thoughts and 

feelings’ (p 382). However, Erickson (1995) argues that people cannot be labelled 

absolutely authentic or inauthentic and should be seen as moving between the two. 

Erickson (1995) and Gardner et al. (2005) also link the personal and social identities of 

individuals in the manner in which they can reflect on their selves and their 

communication/interaction with others around them. The same argument is presented by 

Luthans and Avolio (2003) who consider authentic leaders to be transparent about their 

intentions so that they strive to create a link and some fonn of balance between positive 

values, behaviours, attitudes and actions. They define authentic leadership in 

organisations as a practice that involved leaders making ‘selfless’ judgements by 

building and strengthening their moral capacities (Luthans and Avolio, 2003).

Having a strong sense of self-awareness and being fair and open in your 

communications are the core components of authenticity, which can lead to the 

unhindered working of the true self, even in everyday mundane activities. Thus, 

authentic leaders do not fake their leadership, are not driven by promises of rewards, 

honours or status, remain true to their selves and are leaders whose decisions and
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actions are based on values and convictions. These characteristics imply that ‘we define 

authentic leaders on the basis of their self-concepts and the relationships between their 

self-concepts and their actions’ (Shamir & Eilam 2005, p 398).

‘Authenticity is not a compulsive effort to display one’s true self, but is the free 

and natural expression of core feelings, motives and inclinations’ (Kernis 2003, p 14) 

without being influenced by external challenges and pressures. For instance, a leader 

who has certain expectations, based on core values, as to how a certain piece of work 

has to be done would prove true to her/his authentic self by setting an example. In other 

words, what matters is knowing and being oneself (May et al. 2003).

Building on their previous definition, Avolio, Luthans and Walumbwa (2004) 

define authentic leaders as people who are extremely conscious of the ways they think 

and behave, and of how others perceive them so that they are seen as cognisant of their 

own and others’ ‘values/moral perspective, knowledge, and strengths; [being] aware of 

the context in which they operate; and ... confident, hopeful, optimistic, resilient, and 

high on moral character’ (p 4). They are ‘leaders, who when called upon by the hand of 

fate, will be the ones who take a stand that changes the course of history for others, be 

they organisations, departments or just other individuals’ (May, Chan, Hodges & 
Avolio, 2003, p 248).

Avolio, Gardner, Walumbwa, Luthans and May (2004) regard authentic leaders 

as people who have acquired high levels of authenticity in their knowledge about 

themselves and who openly interact with others while acting upon their beliefs and 

values, thus achieving ‘a realistic social relationship arising from followers’ heightened 

levels of personal and social identification’ (Avolio et al. 2004, p 810).

4.4.1.2 Leader’s personality and its influence and ability to persuade and induce 

compliance.

Attractive personality traits and the character of the leader may lead the masses 

to look up to her/him as someone worthy of following, and it might follow that any 

person who could stimulate others enough to encourage their working towards mutual 

goals and aspirations and obtaining shared responses, may be called a leader (Tupes & 

Christal 1992; Kirkpatrick & Locke 1991; Judge, Bono, Hies & Gerhardt 2002). But, 

surely, a true leader should be fully aware of the needs of the group, and be willing to 

work towards the attainment of those needs by influencing people?
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Leadership can thus be conceived of as a process comprised of significant and 

influential acts perfonued by a leader, through which she/he controls the activities and 

performance of a structured group in its efforts toward goal setting and achievement 

(Stogdill 1950; Julian, Hollander & Regula 1969; Tannenbaum & Schmidt 1973; 

Vroom & Jago 1974; Ferris & Rowland 1981, Leana 1987; Ogawa & Bossert 1995). In 

such a case the act of influencing becomes reciprocal in the sense that each member of 

the group influences the others and although these individual influences are diverse, 

they have the same focus: interests of the entire group.

The importance placed on the personality of the leader led to the emergence of 

the concept of leadership as an act that induces compliance in followers and establishes 

social control through the personal traits and qualities of the leader. Thus, leadership 

becomes ‘[a] process of persuasion or example by which an individual (or leadership 

team) induces a group to pursue objectives held by the leader or shared by the leader 

and his or her followers’ (Gardner 2007, p 17). Perhaps a leader has the potential to 

exert her/his will on the followers in such a way as to elicit compliance, performance, 

admiration, faithfulness and support from them. If this were so, there would be 

conformity by one or several person(s) to the needs and requirements of another in 

order for leadership as a fonn of relationship to sur\'ive (Rost 1993; Erez, Misangyi, 

Johnson, LePine & Halverson 2008). Understood in this way, the leader is one who 

induces compliance through persuasion. For example, a sports manager who does not 

shout or threaten, but who inspires players and gets them to see that doing it in the way 

she/he is recommending is better. In the end, the players may play so well they surprise 

themselves if treated thus. Such leaders may utilise persuasion to coax all the group’s 

members round to seeing what the leader deems vital for the improvement of the entire 

group. Success may thus be a product of the influence that a leader can have on all 

members of a group. Here a leader is assumed to be somebody who has the skill to carry 

out actions that could induce other people to do what they do not want to do and to 

make them carry out the job, not as an obligation but by somehow making them like it 

as the means of attaining similar goals (Maier 1967; Hollander & Offermann 1990; 

Watson, Chemers & Preiser 2001; Clarke & Ward 2006).

Persuasion, through inspiration, may lead to strong conviction and the desire in 

followers to carry out work set by the leader (Goleman & Boyatzis 2008). Positive 

persuasion by the leader, through emotional appeals and setting appropriate examples 

for followers to take up, may present a more humane approach towards leading people
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in ways that best suit their needs (Prati, Douglas, Ferris, Ammeter & Buckley 2003). By 

avoiding any form of intimidation or coercion such leadership influences human nature 

and tries to humanise leadership by showing the positive impact that persuasive 

leadership can have, through actions exhibiting enthusiasm, confidence, optimism, 

cooperation, and trust on the part of the leader while instilling the same in others 

(George 2000).

Closely linked to the impact that the leader’s personality might have on the 

followers, it is suggested that leaders exhibiting exemplary behaviours create stronger 

impressions of their leadership (Palich & Horn 1992). Such behavioural patterns allow 

followers to respond to them, making leadership a social process through which the 

leader and the led may work towards common goals. Thus, the leader’s behaviour and 

followers’ understanding and acceptance of this may contribute to leadership as a result 

of personality, with the leader understanding group dynamics and achieving dominance 

due to having a greater understanding of the needs of the group than others.

Similarly, Jennings (1944) refers to leadership as a way of interacting which 

involves ‘behaviour hy and toward the individual “lifted” to a leader role by other 

individuals [original emphasis]’ (p 433). This too, seems to be an amalgamation of 

several elements from different conceptualisations of leadership in which the role of the 

leader is decided by the manner in which she/he behaves towards other people in the 

group; and people then, in turn, decide the role of their leader and the importance of that 

role in their group. According to Role Theory, each member of the group holds a 

distinct position in the group and each has a well-defined role to play. For instance, a 

team working on the constmction of a bridge has different individuals working in 

different capacities but all working towards a common goal, that of building the bridge. 

From the architect, to the engineers, the contractors, the builders and the labourers, all 

seiv^e in their individual roles and will contribute to the completion of the project.

Thus, practising leadership through role-modelling allows the leader to practise 

before she/he preaches making it easier for group members to emulate the actions that 

she/lie feels are vital for the working of the entire group and what better way than 

through personal involvement and action? To gain the taist of other members of the 

group the leader should give them a real-life role model by enacting whatever actions 

she/he wishes to emulate. Thus, ‘to gain credibility, one’s actions must match one’s 

words’ (Gardner, Avolio, Luthans, May & Walumbwa 2005). Mere personality and 

oratory will not give people enough reason to follow the leader; they will look for
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something more substantial. They will look for a model who promotes the idea that 

actions can speak louder than words. But, in this case it seems that both the actions and 

the words of the leader help the entire group to coordinate and carry out tasks that 

display a real commitment to their fundamental values (Gardner et al. 2005; May, Chan, 

Hodges & Avolio 2003).

4.4.1.2.1 Trait theories:

As a result of the variety of shortcomings that emerged in the initial great-man 

theories researchers went on to highlight the different traits that distinguished leaders 

from followers. Unlike the assumption in the great man theory that leadership belongs 

to a valiant few, trait theory focuses on the personality, intellectual and physical traits 

that distinguish leaders from non-leaders. If the leader is seen as possessing qualities 

that allow her/him to stand apart from her/his followers, then it is necessary to highlight 

and clearly identify these qualities (Bass, 1990). Research indicates that traits can only 

have an impact on the behaviour of leaders in certain situations (Stogdill 1948; Yukl & 

Van Fleet 1992; Bass 1990; Hughes, Ginnett & Curphy 1996). By the 1990s, however, 

the search for universal traits linked to effective leadership was considered futile (House 

& Aditya 1997) and the approach was widely thought to be ‘too simplistic’ (Conger & 

Kanungo 1998, p 38).

However, as far back as the 1940s Stogdill (1948) suggested that such traits 

were often discovered by studying real-life successful leaders, thereby implying that if 

other people were found who possessed these traits they could become great leaders. 

Other studies of these traits highlighted only minor differences between the orientation 

of leaders and followers. Stogdill (1948) suggests that leaders are typically slightly 

brighter, more energetic and better adjusted than their followers. Researchers such as 

Jenkins (1947); Kirkpatrick and Locke (1991); Zaccaro, Kemp and Bader (2004); Yukl 

(2006) and Zaccaro (2007) support the idea of leadership as the product of specific traits 

of personality. Zaccaro (2007) promotes the idea of studying leader traits such as: 

personality, ‘motives, values, cognitive abilities, social and problem-solving skills, and 

expertise’ (p 8) as qualities that influence the leader’s performance, encourage ‘leader 

effectiveness’ and ‘stability’ and produce ‘cross-situational stability in leadership 

performance’ (p 8).
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According to trait theories leaders are people born with inherited traits that 

distinguish them from the masses. Various researchers have highlighted a variety of 

leadership traits and characteristics as outlined in Table 4.2 below.

RESEARCHER(S) LEADERSHIP TRAITS
Stogdill(1974) Masculinity, ability to adjust, dominance and extroversion, nervous and 

physical energy, a sense of purpose and direction, enthusiasm, friendliness, 
integrity, technical mastery, decisiveness, intelligence, teaching skills, and 
faith

Mann (1959) Alertness, insight, responsibility, initiative, persistence, self-confidence, and 
sociability; and above average education, and high moral and ethical standards

Lord, DeVader & 
Alliger(1986)

Persistence, insight, initiative, and self-confidence

Bass (1990) Good physique, technical skill, perception, knowledge, memory, imagination, 
detennination, persistence, endurance, and courage

Kirkpatrick & Lock 
(1991)

Persistence, insiglit, initiative, self-confidence, masculinity, dominance, 
motivation, integrity, and confidence

There seems to be an overlap in these traits and there are several similarities, 

suggesting some that are necessary for attaining leadership. Although these qualities 

seem to be desirable in an effective leader, no one trait seems absolutely necessary. The 

weakness of the theory, therefore, lies in the lack of any single, agreed-upon list of 

traits. Also, in the absence of any focus on the situations in which these traits emerge in 

leaders, these extensive lists may be rendered useless. However, in spite of these 

weaknesses, emphasis on trait theory was dominant until the 1940s (Bass 1990). Even 

now in our study of charismatic (Conger & Kanungo 1987; Shamir, House & Arthur 

1993; Kirkpatrick & Locke 1996; Conger, Kanungo & Menon 2000) and 

transformational and transactional models of leadership (Howell & Avolio 1993; Bass 

1997; Avolio, Bass & Jung 1999; Leithwood, Jantzi & Steinbach 1999) the same focus 

emerges.

Yukl (2006) also argues that, where ‘early leadership theories attributed leader 

success to possession of extraordinary abilities such as tireless energy, penetrating 

intuition, uncanny foresight, and irresistible persuasive powers’ (p 9), more recent 

research on leadership traits focuses on ‘managerial motivation and specific skills’ (p 

9). Northhouse (2007) has highlighted criticism of ideas about leadership traits and their 

inconsistency by saying; ‘an individual with leadership traits who was a leader in one 

situation might not be a leader in another situation. Rather than being a quality that 

individuals possessed, leadership was reconceptualised as a relationship between people 

in a social situation’ (p 15).
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4.4.1.2.2 Skills approach:

The skills approach takes a leader-centred perspective on leadership. However, 

in the skills approach we shift our thinking from a focus on the characteristics and 

behaviour of the leader, which are usually viewed as innate and more or less fixed, to an 

emphasis on skills and abilities that can be learned and developed. Northouse (2007) 

argues that for effective leadership the leader’s personality, knowledge and abilities are 

essential. Where traits are said to be innate, skills are typically understood to be 

acquired. Offering a new model of organisational leadership Mumford, Zaccaro, 

Harding, Jacobs and Fleishman (2000) refer to this type of leadership as ‘a form of 

skilled performance’ (p 26) which ‘depends on one’s capability to formulate and 

implement solutions to complex (i.e., novel, ill-defined) social problems’ (p 26). 

Leaders need to increase their knowledge and skills through experience so they are 

better equipped to solve problems.

It was Katz (1955) who first introduced the idea of the skills approach while 

trying to overcome the problems posed by trait theories. He did that by developing an 

approach that focused on what leaders 'do’ instead of what they 'are’ [original 

emphasis] (p 33). Thus in his view, ‘a skill implies an ability which can be developed, 

not necessarily inborn, and which is manifested in perfonuance, not merely in potential’ 

[original emphasis] (pp 33-34). Based on his own first-hand knowledge, acquired 

through the study of executives in their workplaces, Katz suggested that effective 

adiuinistration (i.e. leadership) depends on three kinds of personal skills that are 

interrelated; 'technical, human, and conceptuaV [original emphasis] (p 34). Thus, a 

successful leader, in his view, will have ‘sufficient technical skill to accomplish the 

mechanics’ of his job, have ‘sufficient human skill in working with others’ effectively 

and collaboratively, and finally, have ‘sufficient conceptual skill to recognize the 

interrelationships of various factors involved in his situation’ to act in ways that might 

prove beneficial for the whole organisation (p 42). Daft (2011) says: ‘courageous 

leaders are not reckless and foolhardy’ (p 167). Rather, they are typically people who 

have developed the expertise and means needed to face challenging circumstances, 

make difficult decisions and follow a suitable course of action. And such leaders. Daft 

argues, can develop courageous followers both by being role models for them and by 

encouraging them to exhibit courage.
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4.4.1.2.3 Style or behavioural approach:

The skills approach led to the emergence of the style approach in which the 

emphasis was on the skills learned by leaders and the ways in which they employ these 

skills. This approach emphasises the behaviour of the leader and focuses on what 

leaders do and how they act. The German-American psychologist Kurt Lewin is 

generally regarded as one of the founders of modem social psychology and is 

considered responsible for the behavioural theory of leadership. He highlighted the 

observable behaviour that brings out the effectiveness in a leader in either an autocratic 

or a democratic style. It was hoped that more definitive answers could thus be achieved, 

through which people could be trained for leadership positions if they lacked innate 

leadership abilities. It was also intended to make existing leaders better and more 

effective (Lewin, Lippitt, & White, 1939).

Lewin, Lippitt and Wlhte (1939) at the University of Iowa, studied three 

leadership styles or behaviours: the autocratic, the democratic and the laissez-faire. The 

study revealed that leaders using the autocratic style have the tendency to centralise 

authority and dictate work methods, those exercising a democratic style give employees 

the freedom to participate in decision making, delegate authority, encourage positive 

participation, and accept feedback for fiirther coaching of employees, while the third 

give complete freedom to the employees by adopting disconnected and detached 
attitudes.

Of these three styles, laissez-faire behaviour was found to be least productive in 

every measure of performance. In other words, a leader who knew exactly what the 

needs of her/his group were and was detemiined enough to develop a well-stmctured 

programme to guide the employees in ways that suited their needs could prove to be 

more effective and successful than a leader who took a back seat and expected the 

organisation to nm smoothly simply because she/he had given the employees complete 

freedom to act in ways that suited their needs. Such a nonchalant attitude may create 

problems due to the lack of a structure and absence of positive feedback for work done 

by employees.

This approach was very different to great man and trait theories. Lewin et al. 

(1939) focused entirely on the behaviour of individuals in positions of leadership over 

groups and organisations, instead of trying to look for inborn traits or capabilities. Their 

approach highlighted what leaders actually do. It took a completely different stance to
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trait theory in that capacity for leadership might either be inherent in a person or be 

something that could be learned or acquired.

Similarly, Tannenbaum and Schmidt (1973), through their research, have shown 

that for a leader to be successful it is important that she/he understands herself/himself, 

all those within the group and the broader social environment within which she/he 

functions. But, along with this sensitivity and understanding, Tannenbaum and Schmidt 

(1973) also emphasise that ‘the successful leader is one who is able to behave 

appropriately in the light of these perceptions. If direction is in order, he [sic] is able to 

direct; if considerable participative freedom is called for, he is able to provide such 

freedom’ (p 101). In their view, a successful leader ‘can be primarily characterized 

neither as a strong leader nor as a permissive one’. Rather, a successful leader would be 

seen as being both ‘insightful and flexible’ (p 101). Larson, Hunt and Osborn (1976) 

make much the same point when they suggest that ‘leaders who are high in both task 

and socio-emotional behaviours will have more satisfied and/or productive subordinates 

than those who are not’ (p 628). Daft (2011) also acknowledges the importance of a 

balance between people-oriented and task-oriented leadership behaviours and refers to it 

as ‘a desirable quality’ since it will allow the leader to ‘meet both needs simultaneously’ 

(P 47).
Thus, behavioural leadership theories have claimed that leadership can be taught 

and this idea has encouraged a more democratic style of leadership in which the leader 

shows willingness to impart whatever she/he has learned and to teach followers and 

help them gain greater insight into the working of the organisation. In some places, 

leaders need to be more focused on the task in hand and in others they need to focus on 

their relationships with their subordinates (Northouse, 2007). However, like other 

theories of, and approaches to, leadership, the behavioural approach is not without its 

shortcomings. Due to lack of any consistency in the behavioural patterns of different 

leaders there is no one way of identifying consistent relationships between patterns of 

leadership behaviour and successful outcomes, since there is no universally accepted or 

correct leadership style or behaviour.

4.4.1.3 Situational and contextual influences on leader’s performance.

4.4.1.3.1 Situational theories:

As a direct response to the great-man and trait theories, situational theorists 

suggest that leadership is a matter of simational demands and that such factors
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determine who will emerge as a leader (Stogdill 1948; Bass 1990; Yukl & Van Fleet 

1992; Hughes, Ginnett, & Curphy 1996). Stogdill (1975) suggests that, ‘situational!sm’ 

presents the leader as ‘the product of the situation, not the blood relative or son of the 

previous leader’ (pp 4-6). The situational theory developed by Hersey and Blanchard 

(1977) focuses on the characteristics of followers as the most important element of the 

situation, which detennines the effectiveness of the leader’s behaviour. In this view, the 

leader’s behaviour is determined by the expectations and needs of the followers and ‘to 

be an effective leader requires that an individual adapt his or her style to the demands of 

different situations’ (Northouse 2007, p 91).

In making the claim that certain leaders may perform better in one situation and 

others perform better in others, Fiedler (1972b) highlights three major dimensions to 

note in classifying leadership situations. First, a leader may have greater influence and 

control over her/his followers if their relationships are based on respect, trust and a 

common understanding of goals. Second, the leader can find greater acceptance and 

trust from the members of the group if she/he provides them with a well-structured, 

coherent and clearly spelled out programme, as opposed to one that leaves them 

guessing about what is expected of them. Finally, the leader’s place in the 

organisational hierarchy can decide the level of power and control she/he exerts over 

subordinates.

In addition to the great-man theorists, the situationalists advanced the view that 

the emergence of a great leader is a result of time, place, and circumstance. Schneider 

(1937) notes that the number of great military leaders in Britain has been proportional to 

the number of conflicts in which the nation engaged and the changes emerging out of 

these conflicts lead to ‘conditions ... which make men famous’ (p 480). He goes on to 

suggest that there was nothing new in ‘the association of fame with the accidents of 

history or the cultural situation’ (p 480) however, in his view ‘true administrative ability 

requires exceptional talents [which means that] great statesmen are bom, not made’ (p 

481). He thus combines both the great man and situational theories in suggesting what 

determines the leader’s success.

Situational theories assess leadership through its relationships with 

environmental considerations such as the parts played by superiors, subordinates and 

peers (Fiedler 1964, 1967; Tannenbaum & Schmidt 1973; Hersey & Blanchard 1977). 

Three main forces may be at work in allowing a leader to act in a specific manner: 

situational forces, where different situations and circumstances direct the course of
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action taken by the leader; the forces at work in the followers, where the needs of the 

followers and their expectations dictate the actions of the team leader and, finally, the 

forces within the leader herself/himself, where the personal qualities and attributes of 

the leader play a decisive role in the manner in which the leader acts (Tannenbaum & 

Schmidt 1973). The forces highlighted in these views can be further explained by 

research carried out by Sims, Jr., Faraj and Yun (2009) who discuss leadership in the 

particular environment of a trauma centre where the attending surgeons display different 

leadership styles, depending on the situation. However, they go on to suggest that such 

switches in style are not restricted to emergency situations but can be found in ordinary, 

everyday situations. Good leaders effectively move from giving instructions to 

empowering the followers, depending on what the situation demands.

4.4.1.3.2 Personal-situational theories:

Various theorists have maintained that situations alone cannot sufficiently 

account for leadership. As a result, they have presented a combination of personal and 

situational elements. This led to the emergence of personal-situational theories. This 

was an amalgamation of gieat-man and situational theories. Thus, although the leader’s 

personality is not necessarily of the utmost importance for the quality of leadership, it is 

understood that even great leaders need help and it is important that their talents are 

suitable to the situations in which they find themselves. Bass (1960) offers three reasons 

for whatever happens within the group. Success or failure may thus be partly due to the 

situation, partly due to the individual and, in some cases, it is due to the combined effect 

of the individual and the situation. In other words, a leader’s work cannot be assessed 

apart from the situation in which she/he is functioning.

Personal-situational theorists argue that leadership cannot be found in a vacuum. 

They suggest that we must consider the individual and the situation, regarding 

leadership as a relationship between persons, rather than as a characteristic of the 

isolated individual. Daft (2011) says: ‘strong, culturally sensitive leadership can move 

organizations toward a more inclusive culture’ (p 311). If individuals feel valued and 

respected for the uniqueness they bring to the workplace results may be improved.

4.4.1.3.3 Contingency theory:

Although there are several approaches to leadership that could be labelled 

contingency theories, the most widely recognised and accepted is Fiedler’s Contingency

101



Theory. This theory came about as a result of the failure to find any universal leadership 

styles or traits. It is a leader-match theory, which means it tries to match leaders to 

appropriate situations and suggests that a leader’s effectiveness depends on how well 

the leader’s style fits the situation. Daft (2011) highlights two contingencies most 

important to leadership: the situation and the followers. He suggests that ‘situational 

variables such as task, structure, context, and environment’ and ‘the needs, maturity, 

and cohesiveness of followers make a significant difference to the best style of 

leadership’ (p 59). Evans (1974) refers to three sets of contingencies instead of two: 

leader style, followers and the situation they find themselves in, and ways used to 

encourage followers and meet their needs. Fiedler (1972b) also took the view that the 

efficiency of a group is reliant upon ‘the motivation system of the leader, and ... the 

favourableness of the situation [which] gives the leader power and influence’ (p 454). 

To understand the perfonnance of leaders it is essential to understand the situations in 
which they lead.

Effective leadership may thus be contingent on matching a leader’s style to the 

right setting (Northouse, 2007). For instance, Markoff (2007) identifies the differences 

between the leadership styles of Steven Sinofsky and Bertrand Serlet who both led 

teams of softw'are engineers and do more or less the same kind of work, but with 

completely different styles. Sinofsky is described as being meticulous and focused on 

planning all his work beforehand with little or no flexibility; whereas Serlet is said to be 

more flexible in his approach and focuses a lot on improvisation. Another example 

highlighted by Lashinsky (2009) is the somewhat controversial figure of Mark Hurd 

who was appointed chief executive officer of the computer firm of Hewlett-Packard at a 

time when the company was at its lowest. Hurd quickly established himself as ‘a master 

of organization and a stern taskmaster for accountability’ and soon pulled the company 

out of its bleak state, simply by getting down to business, focusing more on the 

company and its issues, than on the people working in the company. In short, ‘assuming 

that a leader can properly diagnose a situation and muster the flexibility to behave 

according to the appropriate style, successful outcomes are highly likely’ (Daft 2011, p 
60).

The Fiedler model (1964; 1967) assumes that the value and effectiveness of a 

leader is a result of the integration of her/his personality and traits with a given 

situation. In other words, developing efficiency in a group depends on a proper mix of 

the leader’s style of interaction and the extent to which the circumstances give the
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leader control and influence. While claiming that it was absolutely necessary to match 

the leader with the situation she/he faced, Fiedler (1972a) presented three criteria on 

which, he insisted, even the most effective leadership styles depended. The first 

concerns leader-member relations. This refers to the levels of confidence, trust and 

respect that subordinates have, or have not, in their leader. The second focuses on task 

structure and the extent to which the job assignments of subordinates are structured or 

unstructured, with the requirements placed on them being clearly stated or left vague 

and, finally, the third deals with position power or the degrees of influence and 

autonomy the leader has in dealing with her/his subordinates. Position power depends 

on the level of control the leader has over matters such as hiring, firing, discipline, 

promotions and salary increases. Northouse (2007) suggests that ‘contingency theory 

stresses that leaders are not effective in all situations. If your style is a good match for 

the situation in which you work, you will be good at the job; if your style does not 

match the situation, you probably will fail’ (p 116).

In these definitions and theories the leader is considered the main focus of a 

group. It seems vital to challenge and question the orthodoxy that limits leadership to 

the efforts of one person, especially considering the dramatic changes in societal values 

in more than fifty years since the end of the Second World War when misplaced faith in 

seemingly charismatic leadership had such terrible consequences (Fineman, 1997; 

Goffee & Jones, 2000). It is important to look towards more collaborative forms of 

leadership behaviour focused on capacity building and developing a sense of ownership 

within the entire group. The following section looks towards the role of the leader 

within a group.

4.4.2 GROUP FOCUSED DEFINITIONS AND THEORIES:
While the previous definitions and theories focus on the role, personality, 

behaviour and influence of the leader and how they impact on followers and their 

performance, the following definitions and theories highlight the importance of the 

leader in ensuring goal achievement, interaction between members of the group and 

creating specific roles and staictures for the entire group. In other words, these seem to 

be focused on the sociological aspect of leadership, where society plays an important 

role in influencing the leader’s actions. Sociology is the study of society and it ‘begins 

with the assumption that humans have always existed within society, that society is the 

source of our qualities as a species (e.g. conscience, language, mind, self), and that it is
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the source of our qualities as individuals (interests, values, talents, ideas, and so on)’ 

(Charon 2010, p 18). In short, for the leader to perform as a leader it is important that 

she/he can operate within a system, communicating with other individuals and working 

in collaboration with them. The following table summarises the ensuing paragraphs to 

provide clarity about the manner in which I have presented these concepts:

(Table 4.3) GROUP FOCUSED DEFINITIONS AND THEORIES

Leader as the means for 
achieving common goals by 
creating a structure

Leader acting as role-maker and 
creating impact through direct 
interaction with the group

Leader as an
amalgamation of
different aspects

Path Goal Theory Leader-Member Exchange Theories Ethical Leadership
Trausfonnational and
Transactional Leadership

4.4.2.1 Leader: The Means for Achieving Common Goals by creating a structure
A leader who is mentally strong and has the personal traits required to think and 

feel for her/his people can emerge as the chief, exhibiting dynamic strength that can 

work decisively with the whole group to inspire and organise them to work towards the 

attainment of common objectives and goals (van Knippenberg 2011; van Ginkel & van 

Knippenberg 2012). In such a case, equal importance is given to both the leader and the 

led, so that leaders transfomi followers by creating visions of their common goals and 

aspirations. By providing ideas about how the followers can accomplish those goals, 

leaders encourage ‘people to make their own worlds rather than having to live in a 

world made by others’ (Reicher, Haslam, & Hopkins 2005, p 564). They do so by 

providing the right incentives and a sense of purpose to other members of the group to 

develop and channel their vigour and energy, encouraging them to strive for excellence. 

In other words, they promote distributed leadership which Gronn (2000) argues is 

essential for the sound working of an organisation, adding that it should not merely be 

used as ‘a euphemism for collaboration and spreading the burden of decision-making’ 

(p 333).

This is a more democratic strain of leadership which indicates that leadership is 

not only about knowing oneself but also, and more importantly, knowing all the people 

in the group and being able to take them towards common goals. Group dynamics come 

into play when we conceive of leadership in this way so that the leader seems to 

reappear as the focus of the entire group but without sole responsibility for decision 

making. It is more geared towards the motivational impact of the leader on group 

movement and accomplishment. A collaborative style of leadership is one in which

104



leaders and followers complement work carried out by each member of the group, 

making it ‘[a] reciprocal process ... [leading them] to realise goals independently or 

mutually held by both’ (Bums 1978, p 425). An example of this can be found in the way 

school communities often operate today. A lot of emphasis is given to collaborative 

work, focused on the improvement and enhancement of students. The principal, as 

leader, and the teachers, as team members, ideally work towards a collective purpose: 

providing the best possible learning envirormient for students.

Referring to the new models of leadership, Fletcher and Kaufer (2003) suggest 

that, ‘effectiveness in living systems of relationships does not depend on individual, 

heroic leaders but rather on leadership practices embedded in a system of 

interdependencies at different levels within the organisation’ (p 21). Such models 

describe leadership as a result of inteipersonal, mutual or shared practices that depend 

on social exchange and collaboration. For instance, school principals are often aware of 

the enormity of expectations on them and there is a significant move towards a more 

collaborative system of governance in which teachers are encouraged to take up greater 

responsibilities and, thus, a culture develops of accepting ownership for decisions and 

actions. Davis (2003) also argues that ‘the term leadership ... implies movement, taking 

the organization or some part of it in a new direction, solving problems, being creative, 

initiating new programs, building organizational structures, and improving quality 

[original emphasis]’ (p 4).

Thus the focus is on the leader’s ability to create a structured environment that 

allow for a more coherent and focused development of the entire group. In this 

particular definition leadership is seen as the binding force that works, through social 

disparity, to establish an atmosphere that provides incentives to which other people are 

expected to respond collectively. This view stresses the leader’s role in identifying these 

differences and then instigating contact and communication between members of the 

group to encourage them to work towards achieving common goals. Leithwood and 

Riehl (2003) argue that the organisational structure is the core framework within which 

people carry out their work and ‘leaders provide incentives and structures to promote 

change, as well as opportunities for individual learning’ (p 4). For example, for a 

contractor to construct a building, she/he will need the help of an entire team of 

different people with different contributions to make. They will all help in the 

construction of that building, which becomes the common goal. The architect comes up 

with the design, the engineer presents plans and strategies and the builders set up the
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structure on the basis of the plans presented. All this work, though it seems different in 

nature, results in a common goal: the building.

4.4.2.1.1 Path-goul theoiy:

Path-goal theory develops the idea that a leader’s behaviour can encourage and 

motivate subordinates to perform at a higher level and achieve satisfaction from their 

performance. While focusing on research that shows what motivates employees, path- 

goal theory first appeared in the early 1970s in the works of Evans (1970), House 

(1971), House and Dessler (1974) and House and Mitchell (1974). Northouse (2007) 

suggests that the aim of this leadership theory was to increase the performance and 

satisfaction of employees by focusing on employees’ motivation and enthusiasm. Thus 

the leader emerges as a facilitator who removes road blocks and difficulties to make it 

easier for subordinates to achieve their goals (House 1971) and the leader’s behaviour is 

viewed as ‘either an immediate source of satisfaction or as instrumental to future 

satisfaction’ (House & Dessler 1974, p 13). Leaders use a variety of leadership 

behaviours in dealing with different subordinates and situations. They can be: 

‘directive’, ‘supportive’, ‘participative’, or ‘achievement-oriented’ (House & Mitchell 

1974, p 83) while motivating subordinates to achieve their goals through ‘effective 

performance’ (p 84).

Thus, the main functions of the leader are to increase motivation on the part of 

subordinates to perfomi well, and help to increase their satisfaction with the work they 

do and increase acceptance of the leader. For example, a leader who comes into a job 

with the idea of miming a company by encouraging teamwork and participation might 

soon find out that most of the people working in that place were used to following 

orders and it might be very hard for them to take ownership of their actions. This could 

lead to a decrease in performance and lowering of standards within the company. 

Although the leader had a natural inclination towards participatory leadership she/he 

might have to change, adopting a more directive stance for the sake of keeping the 

company afloat and the workers happy and satisfied.

4.4.2.1.2 Transactional/transformational leadership:

While there are ways in which transactional and transformational organisational 

cultures can be described, many might say that there is a growing need to have 

organisational cultures that include both these styles of leadership. Bass and Avolio, for

106



example, argue that ‘organisations should move in the direction of more 

transformational qualities in their cultures while also maintaining a base of effective 

transactional qualities’ (1993, p 116).

In a transactional culture people focus on everything that deals with the business 

and contractual side of a job, so that the ‘leader recognizes followers’ needs and desires 

and then clarifies how those needs and desires will be satisfied in exchange for meeting 

specified objectives or performing certain duties’ (Daft 2011, p 320). Followers benefit 

in the form of payment and reward, while leaders gain benefit from the goals achieved. 

Bass and Avolio (1993) further suggest that in a transactional culture job assignments 

are specified through the ‘conditions of employment, disciplinary codes, and benefit 

structures etc’ (p 116). In other words, placing a price tag on every action and motive 

means that members of the group function accordingly. Such a workplace becomes ‘a 

marketplace comprised of individuals in which each individual’s reward is contingent 

on his or her performance’ (Bass & Avolio, 1993, p 116). Such a climate does not seem 

likely to provide members of the group any chance to identify with the organisation, let 

alone work for its mission or vision. Work may become more mechanical where 

commitment to the group depends on the rewards offered. Such a piecework culture 

might get the work done, but it does not seem to develop a very healthy work 

enviromnent.

Burns (1978) has indicated that transactional leadership refers to ‘the reciprocal 

process of mobilizing, by persons with certain motives and values, various economic, 

political, and other resources, in a context of competition and conflict, in order to realise 

goals independently or mutually held by both leaders and followers’ (p 425). For 

example, teachers are being transactional when they grade their students’ work. The 

exchange dimension of transactional leadership is very common and can be observed at 

many levels throughout all types of organisations (Northouse, 2007).

Likewise, Sarros and Santora (2001) suggest that people in organisations greatly 

appreciate contingent reward leadership which provides them with ‘tangible, material 

rewards for their efforts’ (p 388). They further add that ‘transactional leadership 

promotes compliance by appealing to the needs and wants of individuals’ (p 388). In 

other words, contingent reward leadership helps build a mutual relationship of give-and- 

take between leaders and followers, allowing both to fulfil their needs.

In contrast to transactional leadership, Bass (1999) suggests that, through 

transfonnational leadership followers’ motives, values and goals may be shaped.
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changed or elevated through the important teaching role of leadership. Thus, in spite of 

the different interests people might have ‘they are presently or potentially united in the 

pursuit of “higher” goals, the realisation of which is tested by the achievement of 

significant change that represents the collective or pooled interests of leaders and 

followers’ (pp 425-426). Similarly, Sarros and Santora (2001) contend that 

‘transformational leaders raise the consciousness of followers by appealing to higher 

ideals and values such as liberty, justice, peace, and equality’ (p 385). In order to 

achieve this state of affairs it is important for the transformational leader to be fully 

aware of the needs and motives of followers and, consequently, help them reach their 

fullest potential.
Bass and Avolio (1993) also suggest that by exhibiting the four basic 

components, or four ‘I’s, of transformational leadership (idealised influence, 

individualised consideration, intellectual stimulation and inspirational motivation) 

leaders can help generate ‘a sense of purpose and a feeling of family...long-term 

commitments, mutual interests and a sense of shared fates and interdependence’ (p 
116). Transformational leaders not only create attractive visions of the future for 

organisations but also get their followers involved in envisaging that future and 

encourage them to move forward, keeping the future in mind. Such an attitude may not 

only enliance commitment but can also, more importantly, impart greater love for the 

work.

Avolio, Zhu, Koh and Bhatia (2004) suggest that transformational leaders, ‘build 

team spirit through their enthusiasm, high moral standards, integrity, and optimism and 

provide meaning and challenge to their followers’ work, enliancing followers’ level of 

self-efficacy, confidence, meaning, and self-determination’ (p 953). Transformational 

leadership is also said to be a result of personal engagement between leaders and 

followers in such ways that they advance each other to greater levels of morality and 

enthusiasm. Thus, ‘transforming leadership becomes moral in that it raises the level of 

human conduct and ethical aspiration of both leader and led, and thus it has a 

transforming effect on both’ (Burns 1978, p 20).

In studying a new genre of leadership theory (variously referred to as 

‘charismatic’, ‘transformational’, ‘visionary’, or ‘inspirational’) Shamir, House and 

Arthur (1993) suggest that ‘these theories focus on exceptional leaders who have 

extraordinary effects on their followers and eventually on social systems’ (p 577). This 

new variety of leadership theory shows how leadership can transform ‘the needs.
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values, preferences and aspirations of followers’ from mere self-interest and de^'elop 

collective interests in such a way as to enhance the entire organisation. They further 

suggest that such leadership may give more meaning to the work done ‘by infusing 

work and organizations with moral purpose and commitment rather than by affecting 

the task environment of followers, or by offering material incentives and the threat of 

punishment’ (p 578). However, there seems to be some apprehension over accepting 

such theories on the ground that they are merely ‘an exaggerated perception on the part 

of the followers’ (Shamir, House & Arthur 1993, p 578), instead of a direct outcome of 

leader-follower interactions (Meindl 1990).

4.4.2.2 Leader acting as role-maker and creating impact through direct interaction 

with the group

Unlike some previous definitions, this particular view of leadership seems more 

democratic. Ellemers, Gilder and Haslam (2004) suggest that as a social process leaders 

attempt ‘[to] create a sense of shared identity [original emphasis]’ (p 467), to ensure 

success in their attempts to motivate, encourage and to help maintain behaviours that 

will lead them towards their common goals. This shifts responsibility from the leader to 

the entire group so that people may move towards a common goal, while maintaining 

their individuality but still following the leader. They acknowledge the difficulty that 

leaders might face in treating followers as ‘separate individuals’ while encouraging 

them to work for the benefit of the entire group. However, they argue that ‘the 

perception of a common identity with the leader is cnicial for the leader’s effectiveness 

in mobilizing individual efforts toward collective goals’ (p 472).

In other words, leadership grows out of interactions between different 

individuals with diverse behaviours, attitudes and aspirations, and the leader’s 

responsibility is to bring out a common goal for them all to work towards. Leadership 

thus becomes ‘a relationship between those who aspire to lead and those who choose to 

follow’ (Kouzes & Posner 2007, p 70). Such leaders see potential in combining the 

differences of individuals in the group and gearing them towards a common goal. 

Conceived of thus, leadership involves combining the differences of members of the 

group to reach a consensus that meets all their needs through a collaborative process.

Closely linked to the concept of leadership as an interaction process is the 

concept of leadership as the work of sketching distinct roles for the entire group. This 

highlights the importance of individuality for effective working on the part of the entire
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group while, at the same time, requiring that the leader is not only aware of individual 

differences but also knows how best to utilise these differences for the attainment of 

common purposes. It can be assumed that all members of a group have specific roles to 

play and there are thus leadership roles and roles for followers. As long as all the 

group’s members have individual roles, along with a common goal to work towards, 

they can attain their mutual objectives.

The emergence of group leadership as a possibility is directly dependent on 

interaction between members of a group, so that each member plays a role related to 

her/his personal qualities. However, role ambiguity may emerge due to lack of clarity 

about expected followers’ behaviours, such that the leader influences the followers and 

they subsequently respond and follow in their individual ways (Tubre & Collins 2000). 

Thus, various roles are formed through the personal expectations of each group member 

and the expectations they have of others in their group.

4.4.2.2.1 Leader member exchange theories:

Leader Member Exchange [LMX] theories emphasise the relationship between 

the leader and each individual follower, rather than between the leader and the group as 

a whole (Scandura, Graen & Novak 1986). They assume that leaders behave differently 

toward each follower and that these differences must be analysed separately, since 

leaders categorise followers as belonging to an in-group or an out-group and leaders 

behave differently toward members of these two groups. In-group members can be more 

independent of the leader and receive more attention from the leader, as well as more of 

other rewards. As a consequence, in-group members perform better and are more 

satisfied than are out-group members (Vecchio 1982). Such high quality relationship 

between leaders and followers ‘may mean more interesting assignments, greater 

responsibility and authority, and tangible rewards such as pay increases and 

promotions’ (Daft 2011, p 49) which, in turn, can lead to greater benefits for leaders and 

organisations.

High-quality LMX relationships have been said positively to influence leaders, 

followers and the organisation (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995). For instance, when high 

levels of LMX exist, subordinates gain confidence, seeing themselves as having good 

working relationship with their leaders and knowing that their performance is up to 

expectation. A leader who has both an in-group and an out-group in her/liis organisation 

will ensure that members who belong to the high-quality exchange relationship group
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are given more freedom, better job assignments and heightened opportunities to work 

with the leader. On the other hand, members belonging to the low-quality exchange 

relationship group are given fewer opportunities to interact with their leaders (Graen, & 

Uhl-Bien 1995). Exchange between the leader and members of a group can be built on 

differences in power between the leader and the led or can be a consequence of a 

successful chain of interaction experiences (Hollander & Julian, 1969). However, 

Kinicki and Vecchio (1994) suggest that unlike ‘the popular view that a tradeoff exists 

between productivity and a concern for employees’, their research shows that ‘when 

under pressure, leaders and members can develop stronger working relationships’ (p 

80). A leader facing internal pressure over some issue might find delegation to be the 

means of dealing with this pressure. In the face of time constraints, leaders tend to 

delegate more to complete tasks quickly and efficiently.

Within an organisational work unit subordinates become a part of the in-group 

or the out-group based on how they work with the leader and how well the leader works 

with them. Personality and other characteristics are related to this process, through 

which some leaders develop good relationships with people who perform in satisfactory 

ways for the leader and the organisation, but where the same relationship is missing 

with followers whose performance is not satisfactory (Dansereau, Graen & Haga 1975). 

Dansereau (1995) further suggests that this assumption was a result of the tunnoil of the 

1960s when leaders like John and Robert Kennedy and Martin Luther King were 

assassinated. This state of affairs naturally led to the conclusion that ‘everyone does not 

universally follow leaders. The assassinations were clear examples of how leaders 

obtain what they want from some individuals but not necessarily from everyone 

[original emphasis]’ (Dansereau 1995, p 480).

4.4.2.3 Leader: An Amalgamation of Different Aspects.
For several researchers, leadership is the result of an amalgamation of several 

concepts which, they believe, are so closely linked that they can be combined under one 

heading. This combination of definitions allows greater freedom to the researchers to 

mould and remould concepts in order to fulfil the requirements of their times. Bogardus 

(1928) described leadership ‘as the creation and setting forth of exceptional behavioural 

patterns in such a way that other persons respond to them’ (quoted in; Bass 1990, p 18). 

Bogardus indicated the view that a tme leader should be conscious of, and 

compassionate about, differences amongst the individuals in a group and respond to all
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these in a desirable manner. By treating people equally and by giving them each their 

due importance the leader may be able to come up with mutually acceptable behaviour. 

And because she/he will be seen as being understanding of, and compassionate about, 

the needs of the entire group, people might be more willing to respond in a positive 

manner. Bogardus alludes to the role of personality and points out that one person 

assumes dominance over others as a result of a social process involving mental contact 

amongst various persons. In other words, from ‘behavioural patterns’, he moves to 

‘social inter-stimulation that allows room for individuality’, and, finally, to leadership 

as a result of personality, understanding of group dynamics and the leader’s assuming 

dominance due to having a greater understanding of the needs of the group (cited in 

Bass 1990, pp 17-18).

Other researchers highlight the importance of followers’ roles, focusing on the 

idea of interpersonal authority and shared efforts to achieve common goals. Such 

leadership becomes the collective and collaborative effort of the entire group, made 

while moving towards mutual goals and aspirations through a distribution of 

responsibilities (Howell & Hall-Merenda 1999). In contrast, Devanna and Tichy (1990) 

argue that ‘when the organization is faced witli uncertainty, leaders need to respond 

with creative problem solving’ (p 457). Such a leader is thought to have attributes such 

as courage, compassion and a strong drive to deal with uncertain and complex 

situations.

4.4.2.3.1 Ethical leadership:

Having looked at various leadership theories I have identified two main groups; 

one that is focused on the leader and another focused on followers. While each theory 

has added to the literature on leadership, various lapses and shortcomings have also 

been discussed. From the great man theory to more relational transfonnational, 

transactional and servant models of leadership ideas on leadership have changed over 

time. Added emphasis on collaborative and distributed leadership and the need for 

appropriate role models has led to the idea of good leadership as being that which 

encompasses ‘both ethics and competence’ as Ciulla puts it (1995, p 5). She places 

ethics at the heart of leadership studies and not as a mere ‘appendage’ (p 6) and argues 

that there is a dearth of empirical research on leaders’ ethics. However, after exploring 

existing leadership studies she concludes that ‘as an area of applied ethics, leadership 

ethics needs to take into account research on leadership, and it should be responsive to
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the pressing ethical concerns of society’ (p 18). Thus, I perceive ethical leaders as 

carrying out actions and making decisions in keeping with most of the actions carried 

out by leaders while working with different people. But they do so ‘within the context 

of an ethics agenda [that ensures that their work] is consistent with a set of ethical 

values and principles’ (Trevino, Brown & Hartman 2003, p 21) while displaying care 

and concern for people. There is said to be an overlap between transformational and 

ethical leadership in their focus on leader’s personal characteristics such as caring for 

others, acting in accordance with their moral principles like integrity and individualised 

consideration, considering the ethical consequences of their decisions, and providing 

inspiration by being ethical role models for others (Brown & Trevino 2006; Trevino, 

Brown & Hartman 2003). However, Brown and Trevino (2006) argue that the ‘moral 

manager’ aspect of ethical leadership is more linked to a transactional style than 

transformational leadership style. For instance, ethical leaders try to influence the 

ethical behaviour of followers by establishing ethical standards and creating an 

atmosphere of accountability through ‘the use of rewards and discipline’ (Brown & 

Trevino 2006, p 599).

Ethical leadership is also considered to have a conceptual overlap with authentic 

leadership especially while considering the individual characteristics of leaders (Brown 

et al 2005; Brown & Trevino 2006). Both, ethical and authentic leadership show leaders 

as moral persons acting on qualities of ‘honesty, integrity, and openness and a desire to 

do the right thing’ (Walumbwa et al. 2008, p 103). Ethical role modelling is also 

considered an important component of authentic leadership which links it to the moral 

manager aspect of ethical leadership (Walumbwa et al. 2008). In light of the preceding 

discussion, I view ethical leadership as being an amalgamation of varied ideas. As 

discussed earlier, authentic leadership is more focused on the leader and her/his ‘true 

self, [by] expressing oneself in ways that are consistent with inner thoughts and 

feelings’ (Harter 2002, p 382). On the other hand transformational and transactional 

leadership styles are focused more on the needs of the group. In a transactional culture 

leaders recognise the needs of the followers and establish a system of rewards and 

discipline to bring about desired performance to assist followers in achieving their goals 

(Daft 2011). Likewise, in a transformational culture team leaders assist followers to 

build team spirit and work towards achievement of common goals, making it an ethical 

endeavour in that ‘it raises the level of human conduct and ethical aspiration of both 

leader and led’ (Burns 1978, p 20). Thus, ethical leadership provided the most balanced
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framework within which I could place my study of school principalship. The 

relationships established between ethical leadership and authentic and 

transformational/transactional leadership seems to provide more balance to the idea of 

ethical leadership in making it focus on both the leader and the group. This idea may be 

presented in the following way (Figure 4.1):

Although, Trevino, Hartman and Brown (2000) argue that since unethical 

behaviour may seem more attractive and rewarding the path of ethical leadership can be 

all the more difficult to follow and requiring of ‘a discipline, a mental and personal 

discipline that is not easy to come by’ (p 139). However, along with discipline, a 

leader’s moral reputation and integrity can provide greater authenticity and reliability in 

all forms of leadership behaviour. They propose that in order to develop a reputation for 

ethical leadership it is important for the leader to be perceived both as a moral person 

‘[in focusing on] who you are, what you do, and what you decide’ and a moral manager 

‘[in being] a role model for ethical conduct [by] communicating regularly about ethics 

and values’ (Trevino, Hartman, & Brown 2000, pp 141-142^ by her/his followers.

Supporting this idea, Kanugo (2001) argues that leaders fail in their attempts to 

influence followers if their ‘moral integrity’ is unreliable. Thus, however honourable, 

well-structured and clearly expressed leaders’ plans may be, they may fail to move 

followers to accomplish organisational goals. Since, ‘without ethical leadership, 

organisations lost their long term effectiveness and become soulless structures’ (p 258). 

Brown, Trevino and Harrison (2005) consider ethical leadership to be ‘the
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demonstration of normatively appropriate conduct through personal actions and 

interpersonal relationships, and the promotion of such conduct to followers through 

two-way communication, reinforcement, and decision-making’ (p 120). hi short, it 

refers to a collaborative culture in which both leader and followers work towards 

common goals to achieve shared, satisfactory outcomes.

The value of a shared understanding and commitment on the part of leaders and 

followers is acknowledged by Bass and Steidlmeier (1999) who situate the ethics of 

leadership on three pillars: the leader’s ‘moral character’, ‘ethical legitimacy’ of the 

leader’s ‘values’ and ‘vision’ and her/his sharing them with the subordinates, and the 

‘social ethical’ interaction they engage in to achieve common goals (p 181). Simply, it 

becomes vital for the leader to treat her/his followers with respect and honesty rather 

than ‘purely as the means to another’s personal goals’ (Beauchamp & Bowie 1988, p 

37) by fulfilling promises, having truthful and open communication, carrying out 

responsibilities whole-heartedly with a sense of accountability and recognising ‘the 

responsibility to respect another’s dignity and humanity’ (Costa 1998, p 164).

Northouse (2007) offers a different outlook, suggesting that what leaders do, 

who they are, the choices they make and the ways in which they respond in different 

circumstances are influenced by their ethics. ‘It is concerned with the nature of leaders’ 

behaviour and their virtuousness. In any decision-making situation, ethical issues are 

either implicitly or explicitly involved’ (p 342). In other words, ethics provide 

frameworks within which leaders set out their plans and agendas while focusing on the 

welfare of the entire organisation. If they do so their agendas are more likely to be 

accepted as authentic and meaningful since they deal with the good of the entire group. 

The focus seems to have shifted back to the leader and her/his ethical, authentic self, 

though there may be doubts about the suitability of such an approach. George (2003) 

also extends the discussion of the importance of ethics in leadership by stating that there 

is a dire need for leaders who are authentic, righteous, honest, reliable, and focused on 

developing stable organisations. There is a need for leaders who are purposeful and can 

stand up for their beliefs, ‘leaders who have the courage to build their companies to 

meet the needs of all their stakeholders, and who recognise the importance of their 

service to society’ (George 2003, p 198).

Supporting the collaborative leadership approach, Rost (1991) suggests that ‘the 

leadership process is ethical if the people in the relationship (the leaders and followers) 

freely [sic] agree that the intended changes fairly reflect their mutual puiposes’ (p 161).
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He goes on to highlight the serious problem of lack of ethical frameworks that could 

assist people to talk and make policies about issues that affect them collectively. Thus 

‘any attempt to discuss the ethics of leadership must confront these issues in the context 

of modern-day organisations’ (Rost 1995, p 131).

Criticising age old theories of ethics Rost argues that ethicists should let go of 

past and current ideas about ethics and should, instead, look towards the future. He 

highlights the need for progressive ethicists who dare to break away from the norm of a 

‘materialistic, individualistic [and]... cost-benefit driven ... culture’ (p 141) and build 

up a new ethical paradigm for the present day world. In his view, the ethics of 

leadership are in fact the ethics of organisations and communities. In other words, the 

very institutions that need to be reformed and that once reformed can chart a way for all 

to follow have to be strengthened. This Rost (1995) believes may be achieved by 

leaders who have ‘the ability to regenerate themselves through the exercise of 

leadership’ (p 141).

Likewise, Bums (1978) highlights the importance of the role played by leaders 

in nurturing their followers in ways that allow them to be aware of their own needs, 

values and purposes, while at the same time showing an awareness of the leader’s 
needs, values and purposes. He offers two types of leadership: one that ‘operates at 

need and value levels higher than those of the potential follower (but not so much 

higher as to lose contact)’ [original emphasis]. And the second that ‘can exploit conflict 

and tension within persons ’ value structures ’ [original emphasis] (p 42). In short, the 

leader makes use of conflict to encourage followers to get more involved and, through 

that engagement, she/he may help them to re-evaluate their own values and needs so 

that they can bring about a change, in the fonn of ‘broader values’, ‘new, program- 

oriented social movements’ and ‘higher motivations’ (p 43).

Zhu, May and Avolio (2004) argue that an ethical leader would not seek to 

satisfy her/his personal interests at the cost of hurting followers. She/he would look 

after the common interests of the entire group. Thus, ‘ideally, such a leader bases 

her/his behaviours on moral principles that respect the rights of associates and treats 

them fairly’ (p 19) by encouraging their involvement and collaboration while 

facilitating ‘the well-being and potential growth of the employees’ (p 19).
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4.5 SUMMARY
Studying various definitions and theories of leadership presented during the 

twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, it becomes clear that they can be grouped, for 

the sake of clarity, under two main headings. There are definitions and theories of 

leadership that focus mainly on the leader: her/liis traits, personality, influence, control, 

and behaviour; and there are definitions and theories of leadership which show the work 

and actions of the leader more geared towards the enhancement of the entire group. 

Although the role of the leader is quite dominant in both, it seems far more significant 

in the first group. However, as shown in the preceding paragraphs there are theories that 

present a more balanced approach in amalgamating various aspects of different theories. 

Ethical leadership, as discussed earlier, offers a balanced theoretical framework which 

focuses both, on the leader and followers; thus, making it most suitable for the purposes 

of this study. The following section establishes the role of ethical leadership in the area 

of school principalship.

4.6 SCHOOL PRINCIPAL LEADERSHIP
In the previous section I examined various definitions and theories of leadership 

that deal with both its psychological and sociological aspects by placing these under two 

headings; leader-focused and group-focused to understand the factors influencing 

leaders to act in certain ways. Leader-focused definitions and theories deal with the 

psychological aspects (behaviour, traits, style, personality, skills and abilities) and 

group-focused definitions and theories look at the sociological aspects (working for 

common goals, impact through interaction and open communication with followers) of 

leadership. Some consider it important to have a balance between these two for 

leadership to be ethical and effective (for example; Rost 1991).

I have looked at whether the personal characteristics and specific traits of the 

leader may influence the work she/he does. I have also considered whether leaders’ 

environments and other external factors may influence the decisions they make, 

allowing them to operate within a system, while communicating with others and 

working in collaboration with them. Highlighting the different theories of leadership I 

have focused on the importance of ethical leadership (Rost 1995; Bass & Steidlmeier 

1999; Kanugo 2001; George 2003; Zhu, May & Avolio 2004; Brown, Trevino & 

Harrison 2005 and Northouse 2007) which has fonned the basis of my research. It 

seems reasonable to say that a leader may have an impact on her/his followers if she/he
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is inclined towards doing good for the group and does not concentrate on achieving 

personal gains.

In this section I examine the work carried out by principals as school leaders and 

look at the different leadership styles they adopt. I review the promotion of ethics 

(ethical leadership), authority (instmctional and strategic leadership) and freedom 

(democratic, collaborative and distributed leadership) in school settings by principals. 

The OECD report (2008) considers ‘effective leadership, management and 

administration [original emphasis]’ as a prerequisite for successful schools (OECD 

2008, p 18). The report argues that the area of principalship is entrenched in the 

‘industrial model of schooling’ (p 18) with the main responsibility of the entire 

organisation falling onto one person. In the previous section I studied the general 

concept of leadership which in a school setting is seen as being quite broad since 

‘authority to lead does not reside only in one person, but can be distributed among 

different people within and beyond the school [...] such as principals, deputy and 

assistant principals, leadership teams, school governing boards and school-level staff 

involved in leadership tasks’ (OECD 2008, p 18). Thus, in this section, I focus solely on 

the role of the school principal while studying their performance as school leaders.

The HayGroup report (2003) states that the role of the principal is essentially ‘a 

leadership role [which] requires many of the core competencies associated with 

leadership roles in any sector or organisation’ (p 3). However, educational leadership is 

considered distinct in recognising the significance of ‘the values of learning and 

personal development which lie at the heart of the role’ (p 3). The report highlights the 

main difference in the roles carried out by teaching principals as opposed to 

administrative principals. This survey highlighted the importance given to the teaching 

element of the role by teaching principals while there was found a greater emphasis on 

leadership and administrative elements on the roles carried out by administrative 

principals. Several commonalities were highlighted like ‘leadership/staff management 

and development, curriculum development, pupil development and progress, and policy 

development’ (p 12). The most significant difference was between the teaching and 

administrative aspects of both types of principals, one gave more significance to 

teaching and the other to administrative/management aspects of their jobs (HayGroup 

2003). A report written by the OECD (2008) observes that ‘traditionally in many 

countries there has been only one individual - the principal - holding a formal 

leadership position in schools’ (Pont, Nusche & Moorman [OECD] 2008, p 27); and
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although there is a growing acceptance of the importance of distributed, shared and 

collaborative approaches to leadership (Southworth 2009) the principal is still seen as 

carrying ‘the largest bulk of school-level leadership responsibilities’ (OECD 2008, p 

27). In many countries the recruitment of principals takes place on the basis of their 

teaching experience and is considered ‘the highest step in a teaching career rather than a 

separate occupation’ (p 76). In addition to this the principal is considered ‘the nerve 

centre of school improvement’ (Fullan 2006, p 1). He flirther suggests that the most 

challenged schools may prosper under a strong principal while a weak principal may 

lead to underperforaiing or failing schools. And the greatest source of strength that a 

principal can have are her/his teachers. Fullan (2006) argues that strong active 

leadership on the part of the principal is vital for ensuring capacity building in all 

teachers ‘to have a large-scale and lasting impact on student learning as a whole’ (p 1). 

Thus, sustainability and success in education may lie in ‘creating culmres of distributed 

leadership throughout the school community, not in training and developing a tiny 

leadership elite’ (Hargreaves 2009, p 193). I acknowledge the importance accorded to 

distributed leadership by various researchers and research groups (HayGroup Report 

2003; Fullan 2006; OECD 2008; Hargreaves 2009 & Southworth 2009) however, for 

the puipose of my research and in my search for finding a more balanced approach 

taken up by school principals I have broadly focused on both the roles of authority and 

democracy as perceived by Irish school principals and studied whether/to what extent 

these roles influence their perfonuance as school leaders. A detailed study of Irish 

school principalship has been presented in Chapter Five however, in the following 

paragraphs I highlight the importance of instaictional and strategic approaches taken up 

by school principals while also focusing on the importance of democratic, collaborative 

and distributed approaches used by them.

Instructional and strategic principals use psychological influence to enhance 

their positions of authority in making decisions for their schools. Democratic, 

collaborative and distributed principalship focuses more on sociological influence and 

takes account of external factors that may influence principals’ decisions and actions. 

These external factors may encourage a more collaborative leadership style and could 

allow the principal to work closely with, and for, her/his followers to achieve shared 

results. An ethical leadership style may ensure that, in balancing authority and 

democracy, principals are able to steer a course between Scylla and Charybdis of 

personal preferences and external expectations in dealing with the different demands
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they face in their workplaces. I looked for evidence that school principals juggled 

authority and democracy in dealing with their schools, and soon realised (during the 

course of my interviews) that, although the desire to maintain a balance was there, 

external pressures and demands often led to imbalance. However, ethical leadership 

practices seem to mitigate much of this imbalance. I discuss this in detail in the chapter 

dealing with my analysis and results.

I have looked at how in such circumstances principals may emerge as being

Janus-faced or what Deal and Peterson (1994) refer to as ‘bifocal’ principals who ‘are

able to view every part of each day through two lenses and use whichever one the

occasion requires. In their heads and through their actions, they are able to balance and

blend logic and artistry’ (pp 50-51). In other words, a principal who is able to view and

understand the contrasting aspects of the job while trying to maintain some semblance

of, if not complete, balance between the conflicting yet complementary aspects of

democracy and authority in leadership may be the ideal. Rather than focusing on the

demands of their jobs and seeing them as conflicts that cannot be avoided, the best

principals ‘can be both supporters of change and defenders of the status quo’ (p 40).
[Such principals] can find a balance point between being traditional or 
innovative, tight or loose, inflexible or creative. Principals can embrace 
paradoxes and puzzles of their work as the fulcrum for creating new approaches 
to leadership (Deal & Peterson 1994, p 40).

In trying to outline the ideal of a ‘good leader’, where the word good 

encompasses ‘both ethics and competence’ (Ciulla 1990, p 5), and to locate some 

suitable example(s), I explored some of the literature on school principalship in general 

in this Chapter and then studied the area of Irish school principalship in Chapter Five. I 

have focused on the idea presented by Brown, Trevino and Harrison (2005) who 

consider ethical leadership to be ‘the demonstration of normatively appropriate conduct 

through personal actions and interpersonal relationships, and the promotion of such 

conduct to followers through two-way communication, reinforcement, and decision- 

making’ (p 120). In other words, principalship becomes an ethical exercise in which the 

principal maintains her/his identity ‘through personal actions’ and encourages a sense of 

freedom and collegiality, by developing ‘interpersonal relationships’ and ‘two-way 

communication’ (democracy) and, finally, offers reinforcement and makes decisions 

(authority) for the group.

Such a collaborative culture, where both leaders and followers work towards 

common goals to achieve shared, satisfactory outcomes, does seem to involve a

120



bifocal/Janus-faced approach towards principalship that tries to achieve balance while 

minimising dualistic thinking that regards balance as being impractical or unattainable. I 

followed Brown, Trevino and Harrison (2005) throughout my research, while focusing 

on the concept and practices of ethical leadership. There are, however, researchers 

whose work I have reviewed and referred to in my study (eg Sergiovanni and Fullan) 

who use the words morals and ethics interchangeably although what they mean by 

morality is more or less the same as what I mean by ethics.

The value of good leadership cannot be denied, but the ambiguity attached to 

this concept has led researchers and theorists to question its value. Kellerman (2001) 

points out that ‘Leadership is contextual. What works in one era, setting, or organisation 

simply doesn’t [sic] apply to any other’ (p 15). Shifts in the meaning and importance of 

leadership have led researchers to try to devise substitutes for leadership. Some feel that 

the concept of leadership is not only redundant but is excessively harped on, as the need 

is to establish and perpetuate a system of serving rather than leading. Sergiovanni 

(1996) contends that ‘followership requires an emotional commitment to a set of ideas’ 

and a true leader is one who follows first in demonstrating ‘devotion [to] and success 

[of]’ these ideas (pp 71-72). Ideally, all public school principals should work in a 

similar manner, but we are not living in an ideal world and school principals have to 

face countless issues caused by the demands made on schools and the people in them. 

What we seem to require is principalship ‘that touches people differently [which] taps 

their emotions, appeals to their values, and responds to their connections with other 

people’ (Sergiovanni 2007, p 76). However, research indicates that less people are now 

willing to take on positions of such unpredictability and high levels of accountability 

where rewards are thought of as being insufficient given the difficulties that go with the 

role (Hargreaves et al. 2003).

The importance of good leadership in organisations like schools, which deal 

with the advancement of humanity, cannot be denied. It is within the confines of 

schools, which, ideally, young people enter with the desire to explore, learn, question 

and improve their understanding of life, that the most effective and life changing 

teaching can take place. West (1993) believes that schools are an essential part of the 

process of bringing about empowerment and trying to ensure that pupils acquire the 

skills needed for restoration of an increasingly fractured environment. To this end, she 

suggests that a ‘proactive head’ (p 33) who is willing to be open about her/his plans for 

the school and works collaboratively with students, their parents and teachers will be
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able to harness support from and confidence of all these individuals. West argued that 

heads who chose to exert influence in covert ways might fail in the face of increased 

demands of accountability. Similarly, in considering positive influence that a proactive 

head might have on her/his school Fullan (2003) suggests that more meaningful and 

lasting impacts can be brought about by principals who ‘provide more comprehensive 

leadership than a simple focus on higher standards,’ (p 451). He further contends that 

there are five core components of leadership: ‘moral purpose, understanding change, 

relationship building, knowledge creation and sharing, and coherence making,’ (p 452). 

Research carried out by Hay/McBer, a consulting firm, ‘indicates that leaders with the 

best results do not rely on only one leadership style; they use most of them in a given 

week...depending on the business situation,’ (cited in: Goleman 2000, p 1).

Dewey (1938a) argued that principals who are conscious of their responsibility 

to provide positive educational and learning experiences to students can have ‘a 

favourable effect upon the future’ (p 50). Principals who work with the intention of 

promoting ‘interpersonal relationships,’ not only through role-modelling but also by 

developing ‘two-way communication’ between themselves and others in the school 

(Brown et al. 2005) are more likely to establish links or even a balance between, 

opposing yet complementary demands made on schools.

Following the general discussion of leadership earlier in this chapter I study the 

various constructions of school leadership while focusing on school principalship. The 

following paragraphs explore instructional, strategic, distributive and collaborative 

styles adopted by school principals. I follow this discussion by investigating if these 

different styles of leadership practised in harmony may develop into a model of ethical 

leadership.

4.6.1 Instructional principalship:

Goodwin, Cunningham and Eagle (2005) suggest that principals in American 

schools have not always played significant roles. In fact there were no school principals 

in the early 1800s and teachers carried out administrative, clerical and janitorial tasks. 

Gradually, the role of the principal teacher evolved into that of the controlling head of 

the school. Referring to the US experience in particular, Cuban (1985) reflected on how 

principals from ‘the very origins of the position’ (p 112) taught pupils and were also 

considered to be ‘teachers of teachers. They were pedagogical experts, helping teachers 

improve their instruction. They were to know the formal curriculum and see if it was 

taught as intended’ (1985, p 112). This picture of the work carried out by American
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principals in the past shows how purposefully these principals worked and how this role 

has, by and large, changed in ways that have made it more complicated, but also more 

superficial. Principals who were expected to know how to teach both students and 

teachers may have been more aware of what the needs in their schools were. This 

knowledge both allowed them to be and arose from their being more ‘hands-on’ in 

dealing with matters pertaining to the entire school body: students, teachers and office 

staff, all alike. Cuban (1985) further explains that the teaching role of principals 

changed in time and those who were enthusiastic enough to teach as substitute teachers 

or take weekly lessons with small groups of students were, by the 1980s, considered to 

be ‘so rare that newspapers [wrote] articles about a principal who [taught] students’ 

(1985, p 113). He claims that, ‘for those principals, who imagine a direction for their 

schools and who wish to accomplish certain aims with students beyond those mandated 

by the district, the managerial and instructional roles intersect’ (1985, p 114). The 

detailed picture may vary country to country, but the general tmth holds.

It has been observed that instructional leadership can, at times, be confused with 

authoritative leadership as it has often been thought that ‘the security and effectiveness 

of.. .authority depended heavily on its almost complete insensitivity to alternative 

values, individual and ethnic differences, or the personal rights of any of the 

participants’ (Harman 1976, p 132). Such a tendency to authority has often vanished 

over time as concern for human/civil rights and a growing sense of the importance of 

equality or equity have slowly emerged. Hallinger (2005) asserts that the increasing 

importance being given to ‘perfomiance standards’ by the Americans has gradually 

become what he refers to as ‘a global love affair’ (p 2). Such circumstances place 

greater expectation on school principals to perform as ‘instmctional leaders’ who work 

towards establishing effective school functioning through a sense of ‘accountability’ (p 

2). It might seem that, by providing instruction, the school principal is hindering 

originality and freedom of expression, but it is important to keep in mind that not all 

students are the same. While there are children who work well when left alone, there are 

also those who look for some form of focus and direction through which they can reach 

the goals set for them. Walker (2009) offers the view that ‘principals who spend their 

time interacting with teachers and students regarding instructional responsibilities are 

effective educational leaders and have an influence on student achievement’ (p 215). 

Thus, an effective instmctional principal leader may be able to ‘align the strategies and 

activities of the school with the school’s academic mission’ by focusing ‘not only on
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leading, but also on managing'’ [original emphasis] (Hallinger 2005, p 4).

Further research suggests that instructional leadership is primarily focused on 

staff development; curriculum and instructional development; instructional supervision; 

setting up teacher, and student evaluation; provision of resources; research and 

experimentation and the continuous enhancement of teaching and learning 

(Cunningham & Cordeiro 2009). Research carried out by Cantano and Stronge (2006) 

claims that, at national level in the USA, the main focus of school policies and standards 

is often instmctional leadership. Further research suggests that, through instructional 

leadership, a principal can sometimes contribute to higher perfomiance and 

achievement on the part of students (O’ Donnell & White, 2005; Marks & Printy, 2003; 

Owings, Kaplan & Nunnery, 2005; Flallinger, 2005). This point can be summed up as 

follows:

A knowledgeable principal establishes an environment that encourages 
reflection, sets the tone for a system wide focus on student [sic] achievement and 
provides professional development to support teachers with the resources or 
tools necessaiy to improve instn/ction (Glanz 2005, p 25).

Considering the effectiveness of instructional principals Hanny (1987) argued 

that ‘effective principals are expected to be effective instructional leaders’ (p 209) while 

having the knowledge about curriculum development, enhancing teachers’ effectiveness 

through instruction and supervision and focusing on staff development through an 

evaluation of teachers’ work. Instructional principals are usually thought to have a 

‘vision’ of what schools’ aims should be and what goals they want to accomplish 

(Hallinger & Murphy 1985). Hallinger and Murphy offer an Instructional Management 

Framework which establishes that instructional principals define the school’s mission to 

give a common focus and meaning to the staff and students. Such principals set out 

goals for the school and communicate them openly; they manage the instmctional 

programme by monitoring and supervising the work being done by teachers, 

coordinating the curriculum, and monitoring students’ progress; pay attention to the 

needs, attitudes and responses of teachers and students to encourage a positive school 

learning climate; ensure unintermpted instmction time for teachers to be able to 

communicate their ideas clearly and sufficiently to enhance students’ achievement; 

encouraging professional staff-development through training activities; ensure easy 

accessibility from principal to teachers and students to develop greater levels of tmst; 

displaying a recognition of teachers’ hard work and providing encouragement and 

incentives to promote a positive learning environment for students; setting academic
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standards to achieve higher levels of achievement and, finally, providing incentives and 

extrinsic rewards to recognise the hard work carried out by students (Hallinger & 

Murphy 1985, pp 221-224).

Thus, instructional principals concentrate on the behaviours and attitudes of 

teachers, as the latter are directly in contact with students and, consequently, directly 

responsible for the students’ overall growth (Sheppard 1996). Reitzug, West and Angel 

(2008) also consider instructional leadership a ‘primary responsibility of principals’ (p 

694). Through this they can communicate high expectations for teachers and students. 

In research carried out on some 20 principals they came up with four forms of 

instnictional leadership: relational, linear, organic and prophetic. They present an ideal 

combination of developing positive relationships with students through careful 

stmcturing and planning, being mindful of external expectations of performance-based 

education as a result of collaborative effort and focusing on the general well-being of 

teachers and students.

Extensive research has been carried out on the importance of the ‘principal’s 

role as an instructional leader [original emphasis]’ which seems to suggest that this role 

results in better communication and understanding between the principal and teachers 

and, in turn, positively affects ‘instnictional practice to improve student performance 

[sic]’ (Quinn 2002, p 447). Leithwood (1994) observes that instnictional principalship is 

a sequence of behaviours intended to have an impact on classroom teaching and 

instruction through which the principal takes responsibility for informing teachers about 

new educational strategies, technologies and tools that are needed for effective 

instruction.

However, Fullan (2003) argues that, although the concept of the principal as an 

instructional leader might have been valuable, it is too narrow. He suggests that ‘the 

instructional focus must be embedded in a more comprehensive and fundamental set of 

characteristics.’ This is what he refers to as ‘the principal as leader in a culture of 

change’ (Fullan 2003, p 451). He fiirther argues that instructional principalship focuses 

on the short term benefits of obtaining the required points or grades for students, instead 

of looking at the bigger picture and focusing on what he refers to as ‘the five core 

components of leadership: moral purpose, understanding change, relationship building, 

knowledge creation and sharing, and coherence making’ (p 452). These five 

components have been discussed in greater detail later in this chapter, in the section 

dealing with ethical leadership in schools (pp 137-138).
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Playko (1991), on the other hand, observes that ‘becoming an effective 

instructional leader includes the development not only of awareness of political and 

social realities but also the moral and ethical imperatives of schooling’ (p 126). This 

involves the expansion of the leader’s psychological and sociological understanding of 

the job. In other words, such a leader must exhibit ‘an awareness of personal beliefs’; 

encourage an ‘understanding of organizations’; develop an acceptance that instructional 

leadership is ‘an ongoing process’; show ‘sensitivity to alternative perspectives’; 

maintain ‘consistency of personal behaviour’ and, finally, display an ‘ability to 

understand people’ (Daresh 1991, pp 109-112). In short, such a school principal 

attempts to balance the politics of external expectations of outside agencies with the 

emotions involved in the internal needs and demands of the school.

4.6.2 Strategic principalship:

For instructional principals to distribute resources effectively and provide the

necessary support, both to teachers and students, it seems important that the principal

plans and follows certain strategies. In this much there seem to be several overlaps

between the concepts of instructional and strategic leadership. Where instructional

principalship is focused on providing the necessary support and tools for the facilitation

of teaching and learning, strategic principalship, as described by Davies and Davies

(2009), is concerned with the ideas or strategies involved in “'direction-setting’,

developing perspective’ and a holistic way of looking at things, understanding the

“broad major dimensions’ of the organisation over a “medium to longer-term’ time scale

and having a strategy as a “template’ against which to set shorter-term planning and

activities [original emphasis] (p 14). Thus, for an instructional principal to be able to

plan and impart information to all the members of the school community it is important

that certain strategies are followed that allow the principal to understand the

requirements of the school, set realistic goals, share these goals with the entire school

and then make sure that work is carried out to achieve them.

Understanding the what of strategic leadership is essential, but without a rich 
understanding o/how and why leaders do and think what they do, it is difftcidt 
to help other school leaders to think about and improve practice [original 
emphasis] (Eacott 2011, p 44).

Davies (2003) offers three things for principals to do, which could, in his 

opinion, contribute to a strategically-focused school: ‘map[ping] the strategic 

architecture of the school’, this should provide guidance in developing the strategic
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capacity and capability of their school; ‘develop[ing] and implenient[ing] a series of 

strategic process activities to align the school to the new strategic goals’ this should 

help in identifying the gap between the current position and where the school needs to 

be in the future and ‘build[ing] and develop[ing] strategic competencies and capability 

to underpin all activities to prepare for the future’. For instance, teachers in a school 

might be very strong in one aspect of teaching but could require training and extra 

guidance once a new initiative is introduced (Davies 2003, pp 307-309).

Davies and Davies also argue that "Strategic leaders [original emphasis] are 

concerned not just with managing the present’. This is done by setting up a framework 

that will show ‘where the organisation needs to be in the future’ or, more simply, 

‘setting a direction for the organisation (2009, p 15)’. They add; ‘The function of 

strategy is to translate the moral purpose and vision into reality’ (p 15). Thus, strategic 

leaders ‘articulate strategy, build images, create dialogues, to enhance shared 

understanding, and define formal plans for shared outcomes’ (Davies 2002, p 197). For 

strategic principals to be effective it is vital that they set up strategies while keeping the 

needs and requirements of followers in mind. Only then can the organisation be aligned 

to the same strategies. Wilson (1997, p 1) argues that, ‘organisational change has two 

principal aspects...change in mission and strategy and change in culture and behaviour’ 

(cited in; Davies 2002, p 18). It is also essential for the strategic principal to be flilly 

aware of how her/his strategies will work and to be equally aware of when to make a 

strategic change as of what strategic change to make. ‘Such Judgement is manifested in 

not only knowing what and knowing how but also knowing when’ (Boal & Hooijberg 

2001, p 516). But it is every bit as important to know what not to do (Kaplan & Norton, 

2001).

It is imperative that strategic principals develop strategic capabilities in their 

employees to facilitate a smooth transfer of strategy throughout the entire organisation, 

to achieve specific organisational goals by concentrating on the internal and external 

factors influencing them. This should enable them to ‘move the organisation from 

where it is now to where it wants to be’ (Puffitt et al. 1992, p 5). For this purpose, 

Davies and Davies (2006) emphasise the importance of ‘strategic intelligence’ to assist 

principals to develop ‘people...contextual...[and] procedural wisdom’ (p 134). Througli 

these various dimensions of wisdom, principals may help others to develop their 

potential and capabilities through active participation, have ‘the capacity to see the 

school in relationship to the wider community and the educational world in which it
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belongs’ (p 136) thus making that educational experience more relevant for all those 

involved. And finally, based on this understanding, procedural wisdom facilitates the 

appropriate choice of strategic approach based on ‘learning from experiences, of 

evaluating actions, of aligning the people with the decisions, of choosing the right time 

to act, and of taking action’ (Davies & Davies 2006, p 136). Strategy turns out to be an 

important component of any kind of leadership. No matter what kind of leadership is 

used in any situation, without significant and meaningful strategies any efforts made 

may prove futile (Fink & Resnick 2001). Whether employing transfonnational, 

democratic, ethical, authoritative, instructional, invitational or learning-centred 

leadership, strong strategic foundations on which to build seem to have an important 

place in any fonn of effective leadership.

4.6.3 Distributed principalship:

Historically, school leadership has been mainly considered as the domain of the 

school principal. However, the distributive perspective on school leadership takes it to 

be the case that effective school leadership involves dynamic interactions between 

multiple leaders and followers (Gronn, 2002). Instead of focusing on a leader’s roles, 

functions, routines and stmctures, distributed leadership concentrates on leadership 

practice. Southworth (2009) argues against the restrictive thinking of leadership being 

centred around one individual, instead he sees it more as ‘a collective endeavour’ (p 

108). Such leadership, in his view, develops many leaders within the organisation who 

are learning-centred thus providing easy access to everyone ‘to facilitative leaders who 

can help them articulate and analyse their professional experience, and act on it to 

improve the quality of teaching and learning’ (p 108). Within the framework of 

distributed leadership, leadership practice is ‘viewed as a product of the interactions of 

school leaders, followers and their situation’ (Spillane 2005, p 144). Under this 

leadership model, task responsibilities are distributed across traditionally defined 

organizational roles (Timperley 2006). In addition, Copland (2003) observes that 

‘decisions about who leads and who follows are dictated by the task or problem 

situation, not necessarily by where one sits in the hierarchy’ (p 378).

Spillane, Halverson and Diamond (2004) refer to this distribution as being 

'stretched over the social and situational context of the school [original emphasis]’ (p 5) 

involving individuals in multiple roles influencing instructional practice through 

interaction ‘rather than individual direction’ (Harris 2008, p 174). He offers several
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implications for distributing leadership in schools and argues that ‘fomial leadership 

roles in schools’ (p 184) are essential in developing structural and cultural environments 

in schools to enhance distributed leadership. It would also be necessary for people in 

formal leadership positions to devise ways through which they could ‘maximise 

leadership capacity in their school and harness untapped leadership potential’ (p 184). 

He further suggests that by moving away from the ‘leader-follower’ divide, more linear 

structures may be created, leading to ‘professional relationships ... based upon 

collaboration and mutual agency rather than power or “top down” coercion’ (p 184). 

And finally he warns against the danger of believing that all forms of distributed 

leadership are good because like other types of leadership practices distributed 

leadership is also context based and does not fit into every situation. Distributed 

leadership may then be seen as one possible contributor towards bringing about positive 

change and transformations in schools and school systems (Fullan 2006; Spillane 2006 

and Harris 2008).

Spillane (2005) highlights three unique characteristics of distributed leadership. 

First, this form of leadership involves ‘multiple leaders’ having formal or infonnal 

leadership positions. Second, leadership practice is ‘not something done to followers’. 

On the contrary, under this framework the followers are regarded as one of the core 

elements of leadership practice. Finally, it is ‘not the actions of individuals, but the 

interactions among them’ that play a central role in leadership practice (p 145).

Some scholars have argued that distributed leadership has a strong conceptual 

overlap with democratic and transfoimational leadership (Timperley 2006) and, 

therefore, appears to be a case of putting old wine in new bottles (Spillane 2005) a 

change of name, not a new concept. However, the main fact that distinguishes 

distributed leadership from other models is that it focuses on leadership practice rather 

than leadership behaviour. Additionally, unlike democratic leadership, distributed 

leadership can be either democratic or autocratic. That is, in this model leadership might 

be ‘stretched’ over leaders in schools but it may not necessarily be democratic due to a 

sense of ‘shared responsibility which creates a culture of initiative and opportunity, in 

which teachers of all kinds propose new directions, start innovations, and perhaps even 

challenge and create difficulties for the formal leaders of their institutions in the 

interests of the common good’ (Hargreaves 2009, p 193). He rejects the notion of 

‘developing a tiny leadership elite’ and instead promotes the idea of achieving 

sustainability by ‘creating cultures of distributed leadership’ (p 193). However, Gunter
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and Ribbins (2003) argue against the notion of blindly accepting distributed leadership 

as essentially a good thing since there are issues of who distributes responsibilities and 

who receives that distribution of responsibilities. Harris (2007) argues that a misuse of 

this term has led to a misconception that everyone can lead through the use of 

distributed leadership. Such confusion, he believes, may be due to the conceptual 

overlaps of distributed leadership with shared, collaborative, democratic and 

participative leadership concepts. I have thus studied these various conceptualisations 

and looked at the possibility of having a balanced approach towards leadership through 

an amalgamation of these various processes, rather than focusing on just one leadership 

style.

4.6.4 Collaborative principalship:

The change, mentioned above, in the role of the principal from a teacher of both 

students and teachers to an authoritarian figure who is expected to lay down rules that 

ought to be followed, designs structures that support the curriculum, exercises control 

over teachers’ decision-making powers and set major expectations, has led to much 

doubt as to how effective modem school leadership is or can be. Heavy-handed exercise 

of authority, without the encouragement of creativity through freedom, could easily 

result in a stunted and claustrophobic environment that hampers chances of developing 

individuals and serves only to produce highly regimented puppets who may not be able 

to break existing norms in order to embrace their own uniqueness. On the other hand, 

complete freedom without checks and balances, may result in a chaotic state of affairs, 

since children are all different but need a common platfonn from which they can 

develop their originality. Children (even teenage children) may need a sense of direction 

and it is vital that they are aware of the limitations imposed by adults, while also 

exercising their free will. It is important for the principal to establish an atmosphere 

within the school that encourages a balance between the levels of freedom and 

discipline accorded to the students to ensure a hamionious system.

Writing about a school in a large, urban New England school district Jackson 

and McDemiott (2009) highlight the impact that school leaders who encourage 

openness and transparency can have. They believe that schools need ‘people who look 

out for the common good, are devoted to service to the school, and have the moral 

influence to improve conditions for learning and teaching’ (p 36). Thus, leaders who 

take risks by standing up for what they believe and by making decisions for their
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schools may enhance levels of confidence in dieir teachers, which, in turn, can 

encourage ‘students to capitalise on their potential and achieve high intellectual 

performance’ (p 39). Fearless leading and fearless teaching, if not misguided, can result 

in: ‘a dynamic, reciprocal process ... that is built around developing learning 

confidence. Leaders who inspire confidence in their teachers enable teachers to inspire 

their students’ (Jackson & McDermott, 2009, p 39). Such collaborative efforts may 

‘nurture openness, receptivity and responsiveness to alternative approaches, ideas and 

innovation’ and may lead, in good time, to develop schools as ^professional learning 

communities where everyone sees themselves as a learner’ (Southworth 2009, p 103).

Darling-Hammond (1996) claims that democratic leadership in schools may be 

responsible for ‘amiing people with an intelligence capable of free and independent 

thought. It rests on an education that helps people to build common ground across 

diverse experiences and ideas’ (p 5). The democratic principal’s biggest tasks are to 

decide the agendas that need to be followed and to provide constant guidance and 

feedback throughout the process of their implementation. She/he can do this through 

mutual decision-making in staff meetings and discussions, with decisions carried out in 

such a way as to allow for staff and students to participate. Such democratic ethos 

encourages ‘an ethical and political commitment to the idea that all people matter and 

have a right to participate meaningfully in the rules that regulate their lives’ (Novak 

2009, p 54). However, complete freedom for pupils, as advocated by Neill, does not 

seem to be a wise choice, as democratic leadership that encourages freedom to promote 

creativity, along with an understanding and acceptance in the students about working 

within limits set down through their school curriculum, may provide more balanced 

teaching and learning.

If we are to educate for democratic life, I believe we must be concerned about 
education that nurtures the spirit as well as the mind, so that each student finds 
and develops something of value on which to build a life while learning to value 
what others offer as well (Darling-Hammond 1996, p 5).

4.6.5 Ethicalprincipalship:

In the preceding paragraphs I discussed various types of school leadership 

practices and the benefits that can be achieved by balancing these contradictory yet 

complementary aspects of leadership. I found that, in their attempts to provide the best 

possible education for students, principals try to achieve balance in their decisions while 

juggling with various internal and external demands and expectations. The sense of
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balance that they achieve, or claim they try to achieve, links with one of the core tenets 

of ethical leadership theory: balance.

In studying the ethical dimension of leadership it is important to keep in mind 

the distinction between the concepts of ethics and morality. There seems to be a general 

trend to use these two terms interchangeably. Burgh, Field and Freakley (2006) suggest 

that ‘the term ethics is derived from the Greek ethos, meaning character. Morality, on 

the other hand, comes from the Latin word moral is, which means customs or manners’ 

(p 5). In that sense, it can be assumed that ‘ethics pertains to the character of persons 

and the wider society, whereas morality is about the relationships among humans or the 

practices of a people’ (p 5). However, they end up using both these words as synonyms 

in their writing.

1 looked at how school principals’ personal morals/values may have infonned

their ethical practices in the dealings they had with other people around them. In order

to avoid confusion and provide focus to my study I have used the idea of ethics and the

part it plays in actions carried out, and decisions made by, school principals.
The word ethics came to he used for the rules, regulations, principles, and 
sometimes shared moral commitments common to a distinct group of 
professionals. In contrast, the word morals, was shunted aside, said to refer only 
to personal moral commitments and principles (Wagner & Simpson 2009, p 2).

Burgh, Field and Freakley (2006) and Wagner and Simpson (2009) thus give

completely opposite definitions of these two concepts. For the sake of avoiding this

confusion I have used the definition of ethical leadership offered by Brown, Trevino

and Harrison (2005) under the assumption that whatever ethical actions are carried out

by leaders are marked by their personal moralities and values. In my study the concept

of ethical leadership is used to refer to experiences of, actions by and interactions

involving school principals which have positive impacts on other people. Ethical

leadership in this research is thus understood as being any positive outcome of acting on

personal morality and values. Sergiovanni (1990) also suggests that:

Educational leadership is productively conceived in terms of service to students, 
staff, and society'. Although there are lots of ways to get into leadership, 
sustaining leadership over time requires moral [ethical] sensitivity’ and 
sophistication, always with an eye to service on behalf of others (p 24).

It is this sensitivity towards and desire to serve others that is used as the basis for 

understanding ethical leadership in this study.

The Ethical Leadership Index (ELI) developed by Schulte (2009) offers five 

ethical principles that encompass this type of leadership: ‘respect for autonomy,
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beneficence, nonmaleficence, justice, and fidelity’ (p 108). ‘Respect for autonomy’ 

involves having freedom to work, think, choose and act independently without any 

external pressure. But this also places certain limitations on the ways we show respect 

for the actions, decisions and beliefs of others so as not to hinder their freedom. For 

instance, if a principal feels that she/he has ample autonomy to make appropriate 

decisions for the school, then this might allow the principal to permit the same level of 

autonomy for teachers and students.

‘Beneficence’ is concerned with contributions made to the well-being of others 

or ways of providing benefits to other people. It is essential that a good leader carries 

out actions that prove beneficial for members of the school community. This would 

require the principal to have insight into the needs of people in the school and also a 

keen desire to help fulfil those needs. ‘Nonmaleficence’ refers to our understanding that 

our thoughts and actions will not hami anyone physically and/or psychologically, 

intentionally or otherwise. Other than having an idea of how to provide benefits to 

others members in the school, principals have to be aware of the danger of making 

decisions that might prove detrimental to the general well-being of the people around 

them.

‘Justice’ requires that we are impartial in our dealings with others, that we treat 

them according to the nonns of equality and moral reciprocity. For a principal to show 

favouritism towards some member(s) of the staff and ignore the rest could lead to 

dissatisfaction and would not be ethically acceptable. Thus, for a principal to develop an 

in-group of people who blindly follow her/him would not be considered ethical. 

However, encouraging a more collaborative culture would be Just and could positively 

contribute towards the school. A positive attitude may help to develop a sense of 

healthy competition in students, if practised carefully in the classroom.

‘Fidelity’ refers to our being ‘faithful, trustworthy, and loyal’ (Schulte 2009, p 

108) towards those with whom we are directly in contact. These ideas can be interpreted 

in several ways and sometimes may have negative connotations, if taken to extremes. 

For example, showing loyalty to somebody who does not deserve it. But for a principal 

to be successful it is essential that she/he gains the trust of staff and students. This could 

be achieved once the principal proves to others in the school that she/he is well- 

intentioned, not merely by the use of words but also through the plans and strategies 

that she/he outlines for the school. If teachers trust the principal and see that she/he 

cares about them, they may, in turn, offer their complete trust, respect and loyalty to the
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school. Once students see that a teacher is genuinely concerned about their well-being 

through the way that she/he works with them, they may show that they are prepared to 

be as involved as the teacher, if not more so, in classroom activities. Schulte (2009) 

adds that at the heart of these five ethical principles ‘lies integrity and respect for 

persons’ (p 108). The whole process of cultivating ethical leadership allows leaders to 

show their intentions honestly to the people working with them.

Starratt (2005) also offers five different levels of ethical behaviour to consider 

when talking about educational leaders. Although these are different to the five ethical 

principles suggested by Schulte (2009) their focus is also on ways that principals can 

bring about positive changes in the school environment through building strong 

relationships based on mutual trust and respect. At the first, and most basic, level is the 

leader as ‘a human being’, one who considers what the ‘humanly ethical thing to do 

might be,’ (p 125) when dealing with different individuals. The second level concerns 

the leader as ‘a citizen-public servant’. Such a leader would work towards the common 

good, rather than personal gain. Other than providing ‘public service’, such leaders also 

work towards the ‘furtherance of the democracy of the people,’ (p 126).

The third level is the leader as an ‘educator’ so that she/lie is not only familiar 

with the curriculum being used but is also aware of advances in the field of education, 

the better to guide and lead people accurately and knowledgeably. The leader as an 

educator will also be responsible for the development of her/his teachers so that they, 

too, will not only be familiar with the curriculum but also be inclined, where 

appropriate, towards learning new methods and implementing them in their classes, 

while ensuring that their teaching contributes, as fully as possible, towards the 

advancement of knowledge and an appreciation of life in their students (p 127). The 

fourth level concerns the educational leader as an ‘educational administrator’. At this 

level the leader is not only geared towards working through the organisational structures 

and processes that affect both the students and teachers in her/his school, but also to 

dealing with assessment programmes and teacher evaluation schemes (p 128).

In describing the fifth, and final, level of ethical behaviour Starratt (2005) 

changes the role of the leader as discussed in the previous levels, to that of an 

administrator; ‘the administrator as an educational leader’ (p 70). This replicates the 

idea presented in the fourth level. However, he draws a distinction between the first four 

levels and the last. The previous levels dealt more with the transactional process in 

which the leader brought about changes by directly interacting and working with the
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people in the organisation and achieving results through these transactions. However, 

this last level involves more of a transformational process where the leader is seen as 

someone who calls ‘students and teachers to reach beyond self-interest for some higher 

ideal, something heroic’ (p 129). The leader of this kind expects both teachers and 

students to work towards a shared vision, while allowing creativity and originality to 

thrive. At this level, ‘the leader is much more proactive than reactive’ (p 129). Such a 

leader will focus less on what is wrong, and should be avoided and more on high ideals 

that will, ideally, take everyone involved towards ‘enhanced opportunities for human 

fulfilment of teachers and students through the work they co-produce’ (p 130). 

Education, in this sense, becomes more than mere exchange of facts, it becomes an act 

of self-fulfilment that can result in personal growth and development.

Darling-Hammond asserts that, ‘to individual students, education is much more 

than the acquisition of facts. It is an act of self-affimiation, a moral act, an act of 

empowerment for the student’ (quoted in: Strother & Darling-Hammond 1988, p 448). 

This self-affirmation results from a careflilly regimented and guided system of 

education that will allow students to test their true potential within the schools’ rules. 

The ethical aspect of education might take root through the spiritual development of 

students. Empowerment can be a direct outcome of the freedom that students are 

accorded by teachers who encourage diversity, freedom of expression and a sense of 

responsibility so that pupils become people who are able to accept the outcomes of their 

actions.
If we are to educate for democratic life, 1 believe we must be concerned about 
education that nurtures the spirit as well as the mind, so that each student finds 
and develops something of value on which to build a life while learning to value 
what others offer as well (Darling-Hammond 1996, p 5).

However, many contemporary educational cultures involve competition between 

different schools to achieve the highest standards. In research covering all the secondary 

schools in England, Bradley, Johnes and Millington (2001) identify different ways in 

which schools improve their efficiency. Their most important finding, however, was 

that ‘the greater the degree of competition between schools, the more efficient schools 

tend to become’ (p 564). Competition between schools was also found to be ‘an 

important determinant of the change in relative efficiency over time [original 

emphasis]’ (p 564). This focus on achievement does not seem to have much to do with 

developing the humane side of education. Rather, the stress seems to be on 

accumulation of top grades and high marks. Since standards are deemed very important,
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therefore, expectations of teachers and, consequently, of students can be very high. In 

2009 Rowan Williams, the Anglican Archbishop of Canterbury, criticised the 

‘oppressive’ English education system and accused successive governments of giving 

greater priority to test marks over the spiritual and emotional well-being of children. He 

suggested that the modem English school system was overly concerned with results, to 

such an extent that children face the danger of being labelled as failures at a very early 

age.

We are in danger of reintroducing, by the hack door, the damaging categorising 
of children [previously practised under a nationwide selection of pupils to attend 
academic or non-academic schools between 1945 and 1967] at an early age as 
successes and failures (quoted in: Curtis 2009).

Such an attitude views current practice as tantamount to wrong as it seems to be 

depriving children of the opportunity to grow at their own pace and to thmst them into a 

mad rush for higher grades. In short, many school administrators may be willing to 

sacrifice the holistic development of children in order to fulfil the requirement of 
proving their schools’ worth as high achieving schools. But those who are worthy of 

being called administrators in Staixatt’s sense are not willing to do so.

Stefkovich and O’ Brien (2004) argue that policy-makers, especially those 

concerned with public education systems, concentrate ‘too much on methods of making 

schools more efficient’ (p 197), whereas, the right thing to do is to concentrate more on 

the holistic development of students by focusing on their needs and concentrating on 

positively influencing their development in ways that they can then positively contribute 

towards their communities. Such holistic development may be possible if the school 

principal practices a kind of leadership that connects ‘people, morally to each other and 

to their work’ through developing and encouraging ‘shared purposes, beliefs, values, 

and conceptions themed to teaching and learning, community building, collegiality, 

character development, and other school issues and concerns’ (Sergiovanni 2000, p 83) 

and through direct interaction in an environment of accountability.

Like Sergiovanni (2000), Fullan (2003) talks of a greater purpose in educating 

children which requires treating members of the school community fairly. He talks of 

leaders’ intentions to improve communities, which would entail showing concern for 

the success of other schools in the community and not just concentrating on their own. 

This, he believes, is essential because ‘sustained improvement of schools is not possible 

unless the whole system is moving forward. This commitment to the social environment 

is precisely what the best principals must have’ (p 452). He suggests that moral (by
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which, I take it, he means the same thing as I mean in saying ethical) purpose would 

mean ‘closing the gap between high performing schools and lower performing schools— 

-and between high performing and lower performing students—by raising the level of 

achievement of all, while closing the gap’ (p 453). Such high ideals and ‘moral’ 

purposes can be the foundation stone for a kind of leadership in which leaders try to be 

role models not just for their schools, but also for their communities.

Fullan offers five core components of leadership; moral purpose, understanding 

change, relationship building, knowledge creation and sharing and coherence making. 

These components, coupled with the principal’s personal energy, enthusiasm and sense 

of hope may lead to what he refers to as the ‘culture change principal’ (p 452). ‘Moral 

purpose’, in his view, refers to the principal’s aim of bringing about positive change in 

the social environment through improvement in the system. However, ‘understanding 

[of] change’ is vital for moral purpose to come into play. ‘Moral purpose without an 

understanding of the change process is moral martyrdom,’ (p 454). Principals who are 

fixated on following their own ideas are not really good change agents, as they are not 

enthusiastic for the ideas of others around them, or open to any new ideas for that matter 

(Fullan 2003). When school leaders come to accept schools as traditional places where 

set, prescribed syllabuses are taught with absolute precision and without the possibility 

of any change, then schools become breeding grounds for dissatisfaction and discontent. 

Bogotch (2005) believes that ‘such static dispositions are neither educational nor leader

like’ (p 10).

While it may be important to stay in touch with tradition and have a Finn footing 

in the foundations upon which a system is constructed, it is surely also important to 

allow new ideas to flourish, by looking at past studies and new experiments. Further, for 

change to be successful, it is imperative to make provision for ‘relationship building’ in 

an organisation. Fullan argues that ‘motivating and energizing a disaffected teacher and 

forging relationships across otherwise discomiected teachers can have a profound 

multiplying effect on the overall climate of the organization’ (p 455).

In order to strengthen relationships and bring about positive changes it is 

important that there is ‘knowledge creation and sharing’ by the leader. Fullan further 

suggests that ‘organizations must foster knowledge giving as well as knowledge 

seeking’ (2003. p 455). Fullan also contends that it is important to generate knowledge 

and to share it. Finally, he suggests that ‘effective leaders must always work on 

connectedness or coherence making’ (p 455). He feels that principals not accustomed to
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leading their organisations in a culture of change often ‘make the mistake of seeking 

external innovations and taking on too many projects,’ rather than focusing on their 

students’ learning needs and requirements while taking in ‘external ideas that can 

further the thinking and vision of the school’ (p 456). On the basis of these five 

components of leadership, Fullan concludes that the principal has a far greater role to 

play than merely as an instructional leader.

For the sake of establishing a sense of ‘connectedness and coherence making’ 

for students it is important for the school principal to be aware of the students’ needs 

and expectations while understanding and communicating external expectations to 

them. Thus, my understanding of what an ethical principal does is the same as what 

Starratt (2009) suggests in his five levels of ethical enactment based on both 

transactional and transformational ethics. Such a principal adapts the transactional 

ethics model by offering rewards for work well-done or using discipline in the case of 

some disturbance (the use of authority) and follows the transformational ethics model to 

assist teachers and students ‘to reach beyond self-interest for some higher ideal 

something heroic’ (p 79) while developing a culture of trust to help enhance their 

potential and create a community that engages in ‘a communal leadership - the 

communal pursuit of higher, altmistic ideals’ (p 82). Starratt (2009) believes that by 

encouraging such altmistic ideals principals help others to see ‘learning and teaching as 

a dramatically moral activity’ (p 82) which may then lead people to define themselves 

as ‘a human and social, civil and cultural being, and the communal defining of a 

community as a human, social, civil and cultural community’ (pp 82-83). He offers 

three virtues that may strengthen and sustain ‘the transformative ethics of an 

educational leader - the virtues of responsibility, authenticity and presence’ (p 83). This 

framework offered by Starratt may be linked to the relationships established between 

ethical leadership and authentic and transformational/transactional leadership earlier in 

this chapter. Thus, by maintaining a balance in utilising both the transactional and 

transformative ethics while upholding virtues such as authenticity, reliability and direct 

interaction a principal may be able to establish an environment in the school in which 

people focused on enhancing the holistic development of students by balancing their 

personal (educational) needs with their academic (pedagogical) needs, as discussed in 

Chapter Three.
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4.7 CONCLUSION:
Studying different aspects of leadership and how they influence the running of 

schools, there emerges one commonality; the leadership styles and skills that different 

principals follow or develop affect entire school communities in one way or another. It 

has also emerged that not one, but several leadership styles are essential if a school 

principal wants to nin her/his school effectively, to the bettennent of all concerned. 

Therefore, it may be concluded that a school leader needs to be versatile while handling 

different situations and individual demands of teachers and students. She/he has to have 

the understanding and personal drive to balance the dualities present in the principal’s 

role.

For instance, in a school setting there is need for the leader to be flexible in the 

ways in which she/he deals with issues. The assumption that a leader can be stereotyped 

as being only a ‘transformational’, ‘authentic’, ‘democratic’ or ‘instructional’ leader 

does not sit well in a school setting where the principal is confronted with varying 

issues that require numerous methods and strategies for dealing with them. The school 

leader has to deal not only with different school issues but she/he also deals with a 

whole variety of individuals and their needs. Different issues and situations require 

different approaches. If the leader has compassion for and an understanding of the needs 

of the pupils, she/he will make sure that teachers with similar strengths and intentions 

are hired. Although it may be argued that finding universal characteristics that 

exemplify appropriate behaviour that displays equal compassion for students may be 

desirable but does not seem plausible given the individualities of different people.

Research carried out by a team of researchers and published in the Han>ard 

Business Review concluded, after analysing 3,000 pages of research transcripts from 

interviews with ‘successful’ leaders, that the respondents, who came from a wide 

variety of different backgrounds and interests, ‘did not identify any universal 

characteristics, traits, skills, or styles that led to their success. Rather, their leadership 

emerged from their life stories,’ (George, Sims, McLean & Mayer, 2007, p 130). Both 

consciously and subconsciously, they were constantly testing and evaluating themselves 

through their real-world experiences in order to recognise their true selves. The 

researchers found that, through this testing, good leaders had come to see that ‘being 

authentic made them more effective’ (George, Sims, McLean & Mayer 2007, p 130). 

What the Hanwd Business Review research suggests is that bringing staff and pupils 

‘on board’ and making schools successful requires the leader to display her/his true self
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and not allow external hindrances to compromise authenticity. This, in turn, can place a 

leader in an advantageous position from which to influence people, using appropriate 

strategies that suit the specific leader’s personality while, at the same time being 

acceptable to the rest of those involved.

The different varieties of school leadership studied in this chapter are all closely 

linked in that, for any kind of leadership to work effectively for the benefit of the entire 

organisation, it needs to be ethical in nature. Authoritative leadership, practised by 

school principals as instmctional and strategic leadership, by its very nature, may be 

considered ethical in the way that the leader is not only aware of the needs of the 

members of the organisation but is also focused on what strategies to adopt and how 

best to provide instruction most suited to their needs. And democratic leadership, 

practised by school principals as distributive and collaborative leadership, may ensure 

that there is ample space provided for teachers and students to exercise imagination and 

develop new ideas, to enhance their creativity and contribute positively towards the 

enrichment of the entire group. This study does not propose that one leadership quality 

leads to another; rather these four are directly linked and dependent on each other 

equally. An ideal may be to achieve a balance of these.

Figure 4.2 below displays this structure. By using the double point arrows I have 

tried to show the complementary/reciprocal relationship (balance) that these otherwise 

opposing ideas can and should be able to establish under a school leader who may 

achieve the status of an ethical leader through this balance.

i
Ethical School Leadership
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4.8 SUMMARY:

In the first part of this chapter I have reviewed various conceptualisations of 

leadership, in order to reach an understanding of what drives leaders to behave in the 

ways they do. Specifically, I gave a brief introduction to the concept of leadership and 

then proceeded to highlight differences and similarities between the concepts of 

leadership and management, and the importance of the leader and follower relationship. 

I also examined various definitions and theories of leadership as they emerged 

throughout the twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. 1 reviewed existing theories of 

leadership and implications of the different styles of leadership have been studied in the 

light of research carried out by various scholars and researchers. The second part of this 

chapter reviews the concept of principalship and how various definitions of, traits linked 

to and possible styles in leadership discussed in this chapter might contribute towards a 

better understanding of the role that the Irish second-level school principal can play in 

ensuring the holistic education of her/his students. A detailed study of Irish school 

principals is presented in Chapter Five.

The literature highlights the fact that no single leadership model or concept can 

encompass the intricacies of leadership and overlaps are bound to surface between 

various forms of leadership. In this chapter I discussed different varieties of leadership 

and school leadership of principals and how they may form and refonn schools. The 

impact that ‘good’ leaders have on schools can prove to be life-changing in some cases. 

Whatever names are given to different school leadership styles, it is imperative that 

principals all work towards one common aim; an improved way of life for students. 

Whether transformational, strategic, instaictional, distributed, invitational, ethical, 

moral, democratic, authoritative or learning-centred, it is the responsibility of 

principals/teachers to provide a better and more fulfilling school experience that may, 

ideally, lead to more satisfying lives for smdents. For some, this may seem daunting.

In short, for holistic development of students to take place it is important that 

principals set up relevant strategies in collaboration with teachers while keeping the 

needs of students in mind. It might be easier for teachers to make a transition from the 

‘traditional’ way of teaching to a more ‘progressive’, interactive but stmctured way if 

the entire teaching force follows a similar teaching pattern, while each keeping her/his 

individuality very much a part of classes.

I have highlighted the importance of the principal in practising and developing 

concepts of freedom and authority and to show how important it is that this balance is
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found in all schools, irrespective of the social class(es) that these schools serve. I have 

also explored the idea that freedom without authority, or authority without freedom may 

be counterproductive. Figure 4.3 given below displays the systematic movement from 

principal to teachers, from teachers to students, and from students to the greater good of 

society in constnicting meaning from their interactions in school. I have highlighted the 

ideal that may be achieved under an ethical school principal.
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CHAPTER 5
LITERATURE REVIEW

IRISH SECOND-LEVEL SCHOOL PRINCIPALSHIP
If Irish education could focus on cultural innovators, on the creation of creative 
communities, and on social entrepreneurs, who would look not just for a return 
or profit, but would also look for social and environmental gain, and we begin 
to move our people, our students especially, from consumption to creativity, that 
is a fundamental challenge for schools, because schools are so much built 
around the idea that this is a place for instruction rather than a place for 
construction (Collins 2011, p 71).

5.1 A BRIEF HISTORICAL BACKGROUND OF IRISH SCHOOL PRINCIPAL 

LEADERSHIP:
The emergence of the concept of leadership is relatively recent in Irish 

educational history. Before the mid-nineties the main focus was placed on the changing 

role of the principal from an administrator to a manager. However, the last decade saw a 

change in the leadership role of the school principal and how it was viewed by 

authorities in the field (Sugrue 2003, Flood 2008, Condron 2011). Although the titles 

seemed to have changed from administrator to manager and finally to leader, the actual 

role of the school principal is seen as becoming ‘more complex and arduous with each 

passing year’ (Condron 2011, p 118) and encompasses all three roles of leader, manager 

and administrator. Dimmock (1996) also argues that ‘many school leaders find 

difficulty in readjusting their former priorities, values and institutional practices to 

accommodate the new set of expectations’ (p 150). These changes in the principals’ 

roles have impacted the number of teachers applying for principalships in Ireland 

(Whitaker 2003) due to the absence of appropriate changes in conditions and rewards 

leading to a decline in the number of teachers willing to take on the role of school 

principal (Walsh 2002).

Thus, although Irish principals carry out a whole variety of different tasks as 

administrators, managers and leaders their official title is still that of ‘Priomhoide’ or 

‘Principal Teacher’ presenting them more as part of the teaching community rather than 

in a distinct leadership role (Pont, Nusche and Moorman 2008). Condron (2011) clearly 

delineates the role of the Irish principal as an administrator who ‘reports, records and 

executes’; a manager who ‘works in the present [as a] decision maker [who] prioritises, 

improves on past experience [and] is results driven’; and finally he sees the Irish
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principal as a leader who ‘sets long term goals for lasting results, [is a] reflective 

practitioner, strategic planner, team builder [who] empowers people [and] develops 

visions’ (p 118). Thus, there is an expectation on principals to establish a learning 

environment for, both teachers and students, while juggling with countless issues and 

demands of looking after the needs of all the people within the school, and establishing 

‘collaborative ties as well as professional spaces where autonomy, professional 

judgement and principled disagreement can flourish’ (Sugrue 2005, p 10). And all these 

challenges have to be faced both at ‘a personal and professional level - something that 

at the very minimum requires a robust constitution while also putting biography centre 

stage’ (p 10). Supporting Hargreaves’ contention that ‘the emotions that we experience 

and express and the effects of these emotions on ourselves and others, are developed in 

families, cultures and work situations where we undergo emotional learning’ (1998, p 

317) Sugrue (2005) suggests that ‘it is necessary to provide leaders with the opportunity 

to articulate their passions as a means of surfacing their lay theories of leadership, for 

embedded within them are their beliefs and values that give shape, direction and 

coherence to their passionate desires when leading schools’ (p 18). Therefore, 

successful school principals are seen to require more than just technical abilities and 

skills developed through academic achievement (Hodgkinson 1991; Sergiovanni 1996; 

Murphy 1992) for them to be able to ‘become more adept at dealing with the more 

unpredictable and uncertain, to learn to recognise risk, to evaluate it, to imagine 

possible alternatives, and to harness these forces to construct new ways of being a 

school leader’ (Sugrue & Furlong 2002, p 207).

5.2 PROBLEMS AND SOLUTIONS:
In spite of the increasing job demands faced by Irish school principals, the Irish 

Primary Principals’ Network (IPPN) (2002) cited lack of professional development and 

support as one of the key reasons for teachers showing little or no willingness to take on 

roles of principalship. Before 2002 professional development and support for new and 

aspiring principals were available through different managerial bodies and at university 

level (O’ Sullivan 2006). While this same culture seems to exist, there has also been a 

growth in different professional bodies for principals; namely: Irish Primary Principals 

Network (IPPN) at the primary level and National Association of Principals and 

Deputies (NAPD) at post-primary level, and Leadership Development for Schools 

(LDS) was established by the DES in response to the growing demands for professional 

development for school leaders. (O’ Sullivan 2006). This, supports the idea that ‘the
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most crucial role of the principal is as head learner ... experiencing, displaying, 

modelling and celebrating what it is hoped and expected that teachers and pupils will 

do’ (Barth 1990, p 46). Such principals are seen as ‘lifelong...self-directed learners’ (O’ 

Sullivan 2011, p 72) who are willing to risk challenging the ‘dominant culture of non

interference with professionals (p 114) by ‘deprivatis[ing] their daily way of doing 

things’ (p 118). Such a change in the principals’ attitudes towards becoming more 

learning centred for the sake of improvement of learning and teaching is considered 

‘revolutionary’ in the Irish context where historically there was a presence of an 

‘administratively-focussed leadership’ (Flood 2008, p 33). Wallace (2008) reiterates the 

importance of training in ensuring that the role of the principal encompasses 

instmctional, collaborative and transfomiational leadership roles. He further contends 

that as a school principal/leader ‘it is incumbent on me to develop the leadership 

potential in others as well as in myself (Wallace 2008 p 75).

Byrne (2008) considers the role of the school leader (principal) as ‘a lonely one’ 

(p 78) in addition to the existing problems that he feels hampers attempts made by 

principals to achieve effective teaching and learning in their schools. It is suggested that 

Irish school principals become ‘easy prey to precedent and orthodoxy [...] due to their 
relative isolation’ (Sugrue & Furlong 2002, p 206). Working in contexts that encourage 

them to act in safe and familiar ways rather than risking innovation merely encourages a 

more ‘relentless action-oriented’ routine for them to follow (p 206). Thus, there is need 

to recognise that by imaginatively changing the past ‘continuity and change become 

partners in the enterprise of creating a better future rather than adversaries that seek to 

dominate and control’ (Sugaie & Furlong 2002, p 206). Strengthening and 

supplementing the supports available to school principals may assist in enabling them to 

become leaders of learning and innovation in their schools (Byrne 2008). However, 

Sugme and Furlong (2002) argue that instead of just focusing on the school culture it is 

imperative to recognise that the school principals’ identities are ‘a significant dimension 

of a school’s ecology...and it may be necessary to focus...on the personal in the 

professional, more than on the grammar of schooling, or on re-culturing schools’ 

(Sugrue & Furlong 2002, p 207). In the following table several practices of school 

principals were highlighted, criticised and recommendations were made focusing 

mainly on the professional development and training of principals while ignoring the 

personal aspect of their development. Thus, there seems to be a danger in the manner in 

which ‘governments and policy-makers move towards greater recognition of the pivotal
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importance of school leadership [and in doing that] they will promote orthodoxy 

through prescribed qualifications and programmes rather than the risk and imagination 

that are necessary for transforming traditions’ (Sugrue & Furlong 2002, p 207).

In response to the presentations made during The Standing Conference on 

Teacher Education, North and South, the following obseiA^ations and 

criticisms/recommendations were made by representatives of different associations and 

govermnent bodies from Republic of Ireland and Northern Ireland (SCoTENS 2008 pp 

78-82) (Table 5.1);

RESEARCHERS 
AND THEIR 
ORGANISATIONS

OBSERVATIONS MADE DURING 
THE OECD (2008) CONFERENCE 
ABOUT SCHOOL LEADERSHIP

CRITICISMS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Leydon, M. 
Association of 
Secondary Teachers 
Ireland (Rol)

Competence was referred to 
as a fundamental pre
requisite for good 
leadership.
Trust was identified as 
being essential to good 
leadership.
Care and compassion 
emerged as being very 
important for the holistic 
development of students. 
Courage was identified as a 
vital component of 
leadership; courage of one’s 
convictions; courage to 
make difficult, unpopular 
decisions; courage to 
delegate responsibility; and 
courage to accept mistakes 
and learn from them.

Many situations tliat the unions have to 
deal with are due to lack of competence in 
the leadership role as a result of lack of 
proper preparation of teachers before they 
are appointed to principalships.
The unions have had to deal Mth issues in 
schools arising due to a lack of trust 
between the principal and teachers.
For both these situations adequate 
professional preparation and training was 
recommended.
Teachers feel that this principle of care is 
only restricted to the students and their 
needs are not fulfilled. It was 
recoimnended that principals should 
motivate and affirm the teaching staff. 
Several examples were brought to the 
notice of the unions where principals 
failed to take decisive and consistent 
action in cases of smdent indiscipline, 
leaving teachers frustrated and 
demoralised.

Searson, S. 
NASUWT (The 
Teachers’ Union, 
NI)

References to strong 
leadership offer the view 
that if leaders are strong 
they require an army of 
people who are led and are 
by default, tlierefore, weak. 
The more prevalent styles of 
leadership were described as 
instructional and
administrative. Instructional 
dealt with supporting 
teachers in improving tlieir 
instruction, to set goals for 
the school and develop an 
appropriate curriculum. 
Administrative leadership is 
characterised by actions to 
manage accountability to 
stakeholders and to set and 
manage administrative 
procedures.______________

Such a hero head model is duly challenged 
by NASUWT. Instead, leadersliip that is 
visionary, strategic, autlioritative.
courageous. enabling. inclusive.
participatory, consultative, caring and 
responsive to others is encouraged by them 
and considered to be at the heart of the 
vision for the school of the future.
Research indicates tliat too often emphasis 
has centred on the administrative rather 
than the instructional model of leadersliip 
as teachers and principals have been 
forced to act and make decisions merely to 
satisfy the demands of the current 
accountability system.
NASUWT considers it vital for leaders to 
be effective instructional leaders in order 
to become good administrative leaders.
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Dolan, A.
National
Association of 
Head Teachers (NI)

Role intensification for 
school leaders is quite 
extreme in Northern Ireland 
due to excessive workload. 
Leaders report significant 
levels of work-life 
imbalance, in addition to 
which there is reluctance on 
the part of younger teachers 
to step into leadersliip, 
feeling discouraged by the 
impossible tasks that school 
leaders are asked to do.

School leaders in Northern Ireland are 
willing to face existing challenges if 
proper and adequate resources are 
provided to them.
Resources of training should be put in the 
hands of school leaders, who are best 
placed to obtain necessary training and 
support after identifying the needs of their 
school.

5.3 A REVIEW OF THE ROLE OF THE IRISH SCHOOL PRINCIPAL:
The IPPN commissioned the HayGroup in 2003 to write a report providing ‘an 

articulation of the accountabilities and key competencies required of the primary school 

principal’ (OECD 2007, p 20). Although this report focuses on primary school 

principals the same accountabilities and their accompanying 14 competencies may be 

required of post-primary principals. The following abridged version of that table was 

included in the OECD Project Report (2007) Improving School Leadership (Table 5.2):
ACCOUNTABILITY KEY COMPETENCIES REQUIRED
Leadership
Create, conununicate and deliver a vision for 
the school, taking account of the concerns 
and aspirations of all the stakeholders in the 
school

• Achievement Drive
• Team Leadership
• Strategic Thinking
• Conceptual Thinking

Education
Deliver high standards of teaching and 
learning tlirough personal teaching standards 
and the development, monitoring and 
coaching of teaching standards of others.

• Developing Others
• Team Leadership
• Professional Expertise
• Inter-Personal Understanding
• Challenge and Support

Resource Management
Plan, manage and evaluate the use of the 
physical resources of the school

• Information Seeking
• Financial Management Skills
• Analytical Thinking

Human Resource Management
Select, coach, develop and hold accountable 
the human resources of the school

• Team Leadership
• Developing Others
• Challenge and Support
• Inter-Personal Understanding
• Impact and Influence

Administration
Comply effectively with the various 
reporting, recording and data management 
obligations to which the school is subject

• Information Seeking
• Analytical Thinking
• Initiative

Policy Formulation
Research, draft and present policy documents 
and statements as required by legislation and 
policy provisions

• Strategic Thinking
• Conceptual Thinking
• Networking/Relationship Building

External Relationships
Create channels of conuminication to support 
and facilitate effective relationships with 
external parties which impact on overall 
school effectiveness

• Networking/Relationship Building
• Inter-personal Understanding
• Impact and Influence
• Analytical Thinking
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A major issue that seems to emerge from this long list of accountabilities and 

competencies is that instead of providing clarity it seems to put limits on the potential of 

school principals especially in a country like Ireland where school leadership is seen ‘as 

a moral endeavour that demands flexibility and creativity in addressing the challenges at 

hand’ (Flood 2008, p 32). Another glaring omission from this list, which seems to go 

against the basic tenets of education in Ireland, is the absence of any mention of 

equality on the part of the school principal in imparting education. The lack of equality 

and an ‘imbalance in the educational outcomes of young people from different socio

economic backgrounds’ (Hyland 2001, p 73) is still seen as a major social challenge. 

The 1998 Education Act shows the government’s seriousness to address the issue of 

social and educational imbalance and inequality; however, there is a lot of scepticism 

concerning these plans as shown by (Smyth & McCoy 2009) in the ESRI report on 

educational inequality, highligliting the influence of fairly poor investment in public 

education. Lynch (2011) argues that with the exception of a few examples of teachers 

and people ‘who do tnily exceptional educational work’ (p 136) there are very few 

educationalists willing to think outside the box and break away from ‘the prevailing 

orthodoxies within their disciplines’ (p 136) to teach criticality, ethical implications of 

their actions and egalitarianism ‘to promote more equal, inclusive and socially just 

societies in an organised way’ (Lynch 2011, p 136). Reflexivity in educators (school 

principals) and their ability to critically examine their own selves as being both part of 

the problem and the solution may in good time lead to ‘change, address dissent and 

challenge inequalities’ (Lynch 2011, p 139). Principals ‘have been and will continue to 

be key figures in managing this change at school level’ (OECD 2007, p 24).

Opposed to the explicit competencies approach developed by HayGroup (2003), 

research conducted by Leadership Development for Schools (LDS) (2002) describes a 

different profile of leadership by offering four broad categories (figure 5.1 given 

below) encompassing the actions of Irish primary and post-primary school leaders, as 

follows: (Adapted from: OECD 2007, p 25).
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Leadership Profile

^e\f developfDe;,^
Personal Convictions/Attnbutes 

(Ethical Behaviours)

In the above model the core aspect of a school principal’s profile seems to 

emerge from the principal’s self-development (personal and professional). In Ireland, 

school principals are seen to being involved in Continued Professional Development 

(CPD) by default because of the prevailing system of progression for teachers where 

teachers see the next step in their professional development to being part of the middle 

management and in some cases entering principalship. Although in recent years the 

attractive nature of such progression seems to have diminished due to the increasing 

demands and expectations being placed on school principals, hampering the attempts of 

choosing ‘the right people for key positions’ (Flood 2011, p 55). Thus, teachers are seen 

as being reluctant to leaving their teaching profession that ‘offers the individual type of 

professional fulfilment that is not strong in principalship’ (p 56). This negative attitude 

towards the top position in schools may also be seen as a reaction to negativity linked to 

‘the image of the role that is now dominant in the media and educational circles’ (p 56). 

Such negativity is said to be a result of excessive paperwork and 

administrative/managerial tasks that seem to take over the principal’s professional 

activity that had been at the core of her/his teaching experience (Flood 2011). He further 

contends that as a result of this change, only teachers who are intrinsically motivated 

may apply for principalship, leaving little choice for appointing ‘the right people for key 

positions [making it more] a game of chance’ (Flood 2011, p 55). This brings us back to 

the model presented above with the main focus on self-development highlighting the 

importance of ‘building each school’s capacity to advance their own teaching and 

learning processes through teacher agency [leading them to become] professional
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learning communities’ (O’Sullivan 2011, p 114). Developing such environments would 

mean that ‘schools [would be] actively engaged in critical examination of the values 

that underpin their practice, creating the conditions for sharing leadership, taking 

collective responsibility for all pupils’ learning guided by on-going monitoring and 

assessment’ (O’Sullivan 2011, p 114). However, such a culture of a professional 

learning community is not the easiest to achieve in the Irish context due to factors such 

as ‘non-interference with professionals’ (p 114) and individual differences in 

‘knowledge, skills, dispositions/willingness to change’ (p 114) of teachers. O’Sullivan 

(2011) suggests that by promoting and nurturing ‘inter-group interaction’ (p 114) the 

school principal may overcome the issue of variability and encourage a more 

collaborative culture based on shared values and responsibilities. By doing so principals 

may act ethically in practising transformational, organisational and instructional 

leadership by focusing on the entire organisation while skilfully making decisions and 

plans; developing teamwork and encouraging collaborative efforts towards achieving 

common goals through a fair and effective distribution of responsibilities and 

leadership; and providing necessary instructions, managing curriculum, regular 

assessment and recording of students’ progress, providing adequate support and 

resources to facilitate teaching and learning while focusing on staff development 

(OECD 2007).

This idea is further supported by The Teaching Cowic/l of Ireland who consider 

the instructional leadership aspect of the principal’s role as being central for effective 

school leadership to operate within a collaborative school culture. This they believe is 

essential for the continuing professional development of teachers. The Council further 

acknowledges the excessive administrative workload of principals and offers a solution 

in developing a more collaborative culture based on a model of distributed leadership, 

with shared responsibilities and accountabilities (The Teaching Council 2011).

5.4 CONCLUSION:
A partial study of existing literature on Irish school principals in general and 

Irish second-level school principals in particular has brought to light a repetition of 

concepts and ideas discussed earlier in Chapter Three on the review of leadership in 

general and in the more specific review of school leadership in Chapter Four. The one 

recurrent thread that seems to run through all these chapters is the dualism present in the 

role of the leader/school principal/Irish school principal where to establish an
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understanding of this role of leadership/principalship it is essential to view it both as an 

individual activity and as a group activity. Thus, the emerging role of the Irish school 

principal is one where there is an amalgamation of various skills and abilities, both 

personal and professional. They are seen as encouraging collaboration between all 

members within the school, providing instruction, devising appropriate strategies and 

plans in keeping with the needs and expectations of all involved, sharing knowledge and 

distributing responsibilities to promote a more inclusive atmosphere of shared learning, 

and working within a framework set up externally by the DES and the Boards of 

Management. I will review these studies again in my analysis chapters while drawing 

connections between existing literature on school principals and the responses provided 

by the participating principals. Gaps will also be identified and discussed in the results 

chapter.
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SECTION 3 - CHAPTER 6
PHILOSOPHICAL FOUNDATIONS OF THIS RESEARCH

6.1 INTRODUCTION:
As mentioned in Chapter 1, narratives have played a very important part in my 

life and listening to others’ stories has always had a lot of significance for me. This 

interest led me to explore the lives and work of Irish second-level principals through a 

study of their narratives, using reflective interviews, in an attempt to find answers for 

my research questions. My study was designed as a narrative inquiry, in which narrative 

is both the phenomenon to be investigated and the method of inquiry (Connelly & 

Clandinin 2006). However, before starting the process of obtaining these stories I had to 

identify the philosophical basis of my research and locate/situate it in an 

epistemological ‘space’. Here, I will briefly discuss the basis of my research, how it 

came about that I chose social constructionism as the theoretical underpinning to it and 

how it links in with the symbolic interactionist, interpretivist, interventionist and 

narrative frameworks. These concepts will be discussed, in detail, later in this chapter.

Reviewing the various definitions of leadership, I found that of Bogardus most 

suitable for my purposes since he refers to leadership ‘as the creation and setting forth 

of exceptional behavioural patterns in such a way that other persons respond to them’ 

(1928 quoted in; Bass 1990, p 18). I found this reflected in the more specific definition 

of ethical leadership presented by Brown, Trevino and Harrison (2005) who consider 

ethical leadership to be:
The demonstration of normatively appropriate conduct through persona! actions 
and interpersonal relationships, and the promotion of such conduct to followers 
through two-way communication, reinforcement, and decision-making 120).

The focus in both these definitions is placed on ‘exceptional behavioural patterns’ and 

‘normatively appropriate conduct’ on the part of a leader which may lead followers to 

respond reciprocally, so that success is achieved through encouragement by the leader 

in the form of open communication, interpersonal relationships and guidance (Brown, 

Trevino & Harrison 2005, p 120).

Thus, I looked at how ‘all knowledge, and therefore all meaningful reality as 

such, is contingent upon human practices, being constructed in and out of interaction 

between human beings and their world, and developed and transmitted within an
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essentially social context’ in short, the position known as constructionism (Crotty 1998, 

p 42). In order to understand these ‘human practices’, Charon suggests ‘we must focus 

on social interaction, human thinking, definition of the situation, the present, and the 

active nature of the human being’ a process referred to as interactionism (Charon 2010, 

p 29). Since such actions and interactions cannot exist in isolation, so ‘people mutually 

interpret the behaviour of other people with whom we interact. It follows from this that 

subsequent action depends on our interpretation’ a position known as interpretivism 

(Blackledge & Hunt 1985, p 236). And since school principals were the focus of my 

research and it is their actions and interactions that I have studied, through their 

narratives, it seemed essential to look at the interventions they planned and 

implemented while dealing with students and teachers in their schools. Intervention, 

generally, is thought to be an important tool for catering for the cognitive and emotional 

needs of students and this view can be referred to as interventionism (Fuchs & Fuchs 

2006, Kraayenoord 2010).

Section 3 has been divided into two chapters for the sake of clarity. Chapter 6 

deals with the philosophical foundations of this study and Chapter 7 describes the 

research design and the methods of data collection used. The current chapter addresses 

some theoretical and practical aspects of the methods, by describing the underlying 

philosophical orientation. I also examine the paradigms used (the means, as it were, of 

looking at reality) and attempt to explain the way in which this study is structured.

My research sought to investigate the role played by ethics in post-primary 

school principals’ awareness and understanding of the need to ‘place knowledge within 

the process of social interchange’ (Gergen 1985, p 266). Knowledge, he argues, ‘is not 

something people possess somewhere in their heads, but rather, something people do 

together’ (p 270). Such an attitude towards knowledge sharing can ensure that a more 

meaningful and effective atmosphere for learning is created, so that young people feel 

cared for and, consequently, develop attitudes of care as they move into the community. 

The constructionist position shows that ‘the process of understanding is not 

automatically driven by the forces of nature, but is the result of an active, cooperative 

enterprise of persons in relationship’ (Gergen 1985, p 267). Such a stance also offered 

important possibilities to me as a researcher concerned with looking into the 

significance of work carried out by school principals who encourage ‘ pastoral- 

academic’ teaching and learning in their schools. That is to say, I was interested in those
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who create a balance between being figures of authority and allowing the space and 

freedom for growth and creativity, both for teachers and students.

Through my research I hope to offer prescriptions in the form of ideas for future 

research, although I am aware that ‘research in education does not provide the kind of 

prescriptions that are employed, say, in medical practice as a result of research in 

medicine’ (Eisner 1984, p 448). The same author goes on to suggest that ‘the use of 

research in education is more heuristic; it provides a framework that we can use to make 

decisions, not a set of mles to be followed slavishly’ (p 448), since such fixed principles 

and static choices ‘close off the possibility of reflection and experiment’ (Willower 

1994, p 7). Thus, I have worked on the premise that the stories and experiences shared 

by these school principals do not offer any ultimate truths. Rather, through this 

subjective/reflective study I offer new avenues to explore and reflect on. This must be 

so, because as Dewey (1938b) argues, ‘there is no such thing as a final settlement 

because every settlement introduces the conditions of some degree of a new unsettling’ 

(p 35) leading to further inquiry, reflection and search for newer, yet changeable, tmths. 

In achieving such truths ‘the process of growth, improvement, and progress, rather than 

the static outcome...becomes the significant thing’ (Dewey 1948, p 177).

Broadly speaking, there are two main paradigms within which all research takes 

place: positivism and social constructionism (the latter term sometimes used 

interchangeably with constructivism, a fact discussed later in this chapter). The 

paradigm used in this research is social constructionism which has been further linked 

to interpretivism, symbolic interactionism and interventionism. Following this paradigm 

a research design was selected that seemed appropriate to basic beliefs about the role of 

the principal in the school setting. I used the narrative research design with a focus on 

reflective, biographical life story research. In view of the research questions posed it 

was important that first-hand information was collected. This was accomplished through 

in-depth interviews of 21 post-primary school principals. Through the use of such 

interviews I tried to highlight the views presented by the principals and also tried to 

focus on the discrepancies between their personal philosophies and their actions. These 

differences could be a result of personal shortcomings or even external influences such 

as the DES, parents, boards of management or communities that left them unable, in 

some cases, to work according to their most cherished ideas. I constructed case 

narratives of each study by using techniques that allowed me to subject the accounts
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presented by the principals to my own narrative analysis. I both looked at these 

narratives as individual studies and analysed them collectively under common themes.

6.2 RESEARCH OBJECTIVES:

Eisner (1984) doubts that research in general, and educational research in 

particular, can inform educational practice. After years of teaching and working as an 

educational researcher he strongly felt that ‘questions having to do with curriculum 

planning, the evaluation of teaching, or the identification of institutional strengths and 

weaknesses are hardly ever answered in light of educational research’ (p 448). He 

conducted two separate studies, one with university professors and the other with school 

principals and administrators, to assess how far they applied educational research 

findings to their everyday practice for personal and professional enhancement. Both the 

studies showed a gap betw'een educational research and educational practice. However, 

he made it clear that he did not want to do away with educational research. His intention 

was to make researchers realise that they have to change their research practices to suit 

the needs of those involved in educational practice. For this reason, he suggested that 

‘those engaged in educational research should have an intimate acquaintance with life in 

classrooms’ (p 450). Reflexivity provided me with the means to establish a link between 

research and practice since, ‘by using reflexivity in research we close the illusory gap 

between researcher and researched and between the knower and what is known’ 

(Etherington 2004, p 32). This comes about when we allow our personal experiences 

and insights to infonn our understanding of research participants’ lives and work.

Eisner’s (1984) views about constructing distinct research methods, ideas and 

theories that will be more meaningful and applicable to educational practice, led me to 

question my research objectives. Was my research distinctive? It seemed to be so, as my 

questions were about a particular area of interest: school principals. My main aim was 

to investigate the role played by ethics in the decisions made by post-primary school 

principals to develop a more meaningful and effective atmosphere for learning through 

encouraging reflective, caring and compassionate environments in schools. Such 

reflective thinking may allow school principals not only to ‘reconstmct the problematic 

into the determinate, but also to reconstmct the problematic so as to produce an 

outcome with breadth of meaning, richness, and growth’ (Willower 1994, p 9). As a 

reflective researcher I made use of narratives presented to me by the participants of my 

research and tried to obtain what Creswell (2009) refers to as an understanding of the
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world(s) in which the principals have lived in the past and are living in the present and 

the ways they have allowed these experiences and understandings to influence their 

work. As a social constructionist, I interacted with principals, who, I found, encouraged 

atmospheres of creativity and growth to establish stronger relationships with teachers 

and students in their schools, and I established interpretations of the experiences that 

they shared with me through oral histories obtained during semi-structured, in-depth 

interviews.

My own narrative was also central to the research and this may have been 

inevitable because there may be ‘difficulty in extricating a researcher self from other 

selves while involved in participant observation’ (Ronai 1992, p 102). Ronai suggests 

that the pursuit of ‘emotional sociology’ can help in achieving these goals. Emotional 

sociology which is referred to as ‘consciously and reflectively feeling for our selves, our 

subjects, and our topics of study, and evoking those feelings in our readers’ (Ellis 1991, 

p 126), can be undertaken through ‘emotional narratives’. Walford (2001) offers an 

example which relates to this aspect of my research. He reports that ‘the ethnographic 
study of the everyday world of the scientific laboratory by Latour and Woolgar (1979), 

for example, shows clearly how scientific “facts” are not “discovered”, but are the result 

of an extended process of social construction’ (p 2). They argued that their main interest 

was concerned ‘with the way in which the daily activities of working scientists led to 

the construction of facts’ (p 40). Their focus was on looking into the processes of 

laboratory work and studying how facts are constructed. They suggested that ‘even the 

smallest gestures constitute the social construction of facts’ (p 152) and studied the 

ways in which ‘facts can be created or destroyed during relatively brief conversational 

exchanges,’ leading them to criticise the assumption that ‘the nature of scientific 

activity is essentially different from those practices of interpretation in non-scientific 

activity’ (Latour & Woolgar 1979, pp 152-154). Where scientific facts can be created or 

destroyed througli interactions and conversations, likewise, in narrative research 

interactions and conversations play a very important role in preparing the final 

narrative. But, by extension, much the same might be true of social science and, 

consequently, we may be able to say that a sociologist can develop and present an 

account of a social phenomenon that is essentially a construction. In reaching major 

scientific discoveries (whether in ‘hard’ or ‘social’ sciences) there is a process of social 

interaction, interpretation and intervention that leads to the construction of different 

concepts.
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These interactions, Charon (2010) suggests can help people understand certain 

truths about their lives in five basic ways: by relying on and listening to someone in 

authority whom we trust and respect with both positive or adverse effects; allowing our 

cultural understandings to form our thoughts and ideas; relying on personal experience 

while limiting our understanding to a single person’s perspective; rationalising and 

understanding the ideas we have accumulated over a period of time through learning 

and experiencing and, finally, achieving greater clarity through testing the truth or 

falsehood of an idea by carefully observing the environment.

As a researcher I found that in order to locate answers for my research questions, 

there had to be a process of interaction with the participants. Through that interaction 

(the interviews) I drew out the emerging interpretations (my own and those of the 

respondents) and, on the basis of these, I generated infomiation that offered me greater 

understanding for my final overview of the various perspectives obtained from the 

principals. This process of social constructionism, through the utilisation of 

interactionism, interpretivism and interventionism, involved a sequence of semi- 

stmctured, in-depth interviews that assisted in drawing out the stories that infomied the 

final narrative of this research.

6.3 REFLEXIVITY:
It is ill telling onr own stories that we give ourselves an identity. We recognise
ourselves in the stories that we tell about ourselves (Ricoeur 1985, p 214).

The narration of my past experiences may be what Kerby (1991) refers to as ‘an 

interpretive activity and not a simple mirroring of the past’ (p 7) in which my ‘self 

emerges as ‘essentially a being of reflexivity, coming to itself in its own narrational 

acts’ (p 41). This self-narration has led to self-disclosure, which, as Etherington (2004) 

points out, ‘might produce more in-depth data that might therefore be more valid, 

contrary to traditional thinking’ (p 57). Richardson (2000) also asserts that ‘writing 

from our Selves should strengthen the community of qualitative researchers and the 

individual voices within it, because we will be more fully present in our work, more 

honest, more engaged’ (p 924) [original capitalisation].

England (1994) refers to reflexivity as an act of self-discovery that can lead to 

new insights and hypotheses about our research questions. It provides greater 

confidence to the researcher to confront any new challenges that might emerge during 

the research. It is a ‘self-critical sympathetic introspection and the self-conscious
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analytical [original emphasis] scrutiny of the self as researcher’ (England 1994, p 244). 

For qualitative researchers in particular, personal stories, self-evaluation, subjectivity 

and particular points of view can help shape research, or so suggest Peshkin (1988); 

Cotterill and Letherby (1993) and Letherby (2003).

Thus, it was my own narrative that I brought with me to my research, and this 

allowed me to view and understand the other stories around me, resulting in an 

enrichment of, and, at times, change in, my perspective. In order to grasp the 

significance of narratives shared by different principals and the ways in which their past 

experiences influenced their judgements in their roles as leaders, I chose to study their 

stories through face-to-face interviews, to try to assess fully the impact that these 

narratives and experiences had on different principals. However, before showing how I 

set about doing this, it is important that readers be clear as to my reasons for conducting 

my research in this way.

Like Etherington (2004) I acknowledge the importance of positivist methods in 

which quantitative facts are deemed more useful for meaning-making and getting results 

and which so to speak ‘tick all the boxes’ of generalisability and reliability, etc. 

However, I felt that these methods would not be suitable for my study, as a ‘practitioner 

and researcher in the human sciences’, since I was more keenly interested ‘in exploring 

human experience and relationships’ as was she, trying to research ‘the richness and 

complexity of being human’ (2004, p 26) while not feeling restricted by the supposedly 

objective nature of positivism. Thus, an emotional connection or investment may 

develop between listeners to or readers of a piece of research and that relationship can 

help to develop our analysis of a text.

Parker (1997) argues against the ‘sustained pretence’ upheld by ‘traditional 

positivist approaches’ who believe that such relationships between the researcher and 

the text should be avoided. He reminds us that ‘we need here to be aware of ourselves 

[original emphasis] as the dreamers, for in the case of popular fictions or beliefs, unlike 

instances of other people telling us their dreams, we understand and share, partially at 

least, at some level, the story’ (Parker 1997, p 488). Smith (1999) has also argued 

against the charging self-importance and egotism on the part of the researcher who also 

acts as a storyteller and has suggested that sharing one’s story is not just about gaining 

personal gratification, it is, in fact, an extremely emotional and difficult process that the 

researcher goes through only to open up further possibilities for himself/herself and for 

others. Some consider it very rare to find a dynamic scholar whose work is not closely
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linked to his/her past experiences and personal history. They encourage researchers to 

allow their life experiences and personal narratives to merge into their intellectual work 

and to celebrate the personal self by no longer hiding behind the ‘veneer of academic 

and theoretical detachment, fostering the misconception that it has no influence, no 

place, no significance in our work’ (Bochner 1997, p 433). Similarly, Vickers (2002) 

encourages researchers to share their personal stories and experiences. However, she 

warns them to be aware ‘that they are truly writing on edge - and there is no safety net’ 

(p 619). But the reward and sense of satisfaction that the researcher can gain by sharing 

his/her story while connecting with others is unparalleled, or so she claims.

These authors provided me the reassurance I needed to pursue this path. Thus 

what I include as part of my study are memories, images and reflections of my past 

experiences that are not exact replicas of the past; rather, they are depictions of what I 

feel and think at tliis point in time. After having interviewed the principals I focus only 

on those aspects of my past life that are most significant in relation to my research. As 

Jenks (2002) has observed ‘who I am affects what I observe, what I write, and how 

others will react to what I say’ (p 184). In studying the work carried out by school 

principals and their individual past experiences and the stories that they shared with me, 

1 realised the strong connection 1 had with them as an educator. As 1 progressed with my 

interviews of school principals 1 realised how important it was for me to remove myself 

from the static position of mere observ^er to that of a more actively involved participant. 

1 embraced the idea presented by Louis (1991) that ‘1 am an instmment of my inquiry: 

and the inquiry is inseparable from who 1 am’ (p 365).

6.4 DIFFERENT PHILOSOPHICAL FRAMEWORKS OF SOCIAL 

RESEARCH:

Having studied the different ways of reaching certain answers in educational 

research it seems important to explain the role of various philosophical staictures used 

by social researchers. Charon (2010) argues that the field of social science has helped 

researchers ‘predict, control, improve, and sometimes even mess up the condition of the 

human being’ (p 18). He further suggests that there are two main things to be studied 

under the title of social science; sociology and psychology. Sociology studies the 

working of the society and how society, culture and various social institutions impact on 

human action and ‘the human being as an actor’ (p 9) who has different roles. Focusing 

on the role of the human being as an actor, he establishes the importance of psychology
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in the study of the person by suggesting that it provides ‘an understanding of how the 

person works, how he or she develops, and how the characteristics of the person 

influence what he or she does’ (p 20). My research focuses on both the psychological 

(personal traits, behaviour, attitude and responses) and sociological (encouragement of 

active participation by others, open communication and good interpersonal 

relationships) aspects of school leadership. Since the focus of my study was on school 

principals and my intention was to obtain their life stories througli their narration of 

their past and present experiences, therefore, my research, from the very start, was 

geared towards being driven by the data that I collected through interviews, rather than 

following an existing theory. Theory-driven approaches highlight objectivity and 

detachment on the part of the researcher throughout the research process. But 

approaches driven by data encourage active participation by the researcher and are 

mindful of researchers’ values and past experiences (Creswell 2009; Silverman 1993). 

Creswell and Silverman both suggest that theory-driven approaches will make use of 

fixed hypotheses and study it through deductive methods, whereas approaches that are 

driven by the data make use of inductive methods resulting in a creation of rich, 

personalised information by the research participant (2009 and 1993, respectively). In 

the following pages I briefly look at these dual perspectives and offer my reasons for 

using a qualitative method of inquiry, driven by data obtained through the interviews.

6.4.1 Positivist social science versus interpretive social science:

Establishing the importance of different perspectives, Lincoln and Guba (1985) 

suggest that inquiry pertaining to both physical and social sciences can be thought of 

having certain ‘paradigm eras’. They label these periods as prepositivist, positivist, and 

postpositivist. During the period that roughly covers the era; (from Aristotle to David 

Hume) scientists largely followed naturalistic and noninterv'entionist approaches. This 

view assumed that an understanding of the world resulted naturally and any human 

attempts to intervene resulted in distorted outcomes (Lincoln & Guba 1985, p 18).

Neuman (2006) questions the legitimacy or meaning of the term science and 

suggests that ‘the scientific method is a loose set of abstract, vague principles that 

provide little guidance’ (p 80). He also proposes that humans are qualitatively different 

from the objects scrutinised and studied in the natural sciences, since they have an 

awareness of their surroundings, they learn from their experiences and they feel and
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think; such ‘unique human characteristics mean that a special science is needed to study 

the social life of people’ (p 80).

While trying to understand social influences that can have an impact on the 

actions carried out by school principals and how those actions, in return, can contribute 

to the improvement of societies, in what follows I have focused on the interaction 

between the individual (second-level principals) and society (schools, local 

communities, and other external agencies like DES and Boards of Management). And 

through the use of ‘a critical process of inquiry’, I have studied how this interaction may 

result in experiences that influence action carried out by individuals (principals). I have 

also looked into the way social influences and ensuing actions are interpreted by 

principals and all those whom they come into contact with in the school. Above all, I 

have been concerned with their reasons for carrying out their jobs in particular ways, 

and how these result from their social interactions and experiences. Thus I followed ‘the 

systematic analysis of socially meaningful action through the direct detailed obseiwation 

of people in natural settings in order to arrive at understandings and interpretations of 

how people create and maintain their social worlds’ (Neuman 2006, p 88).

6.4.2 Deductive versus Inductive research

Referring to inductive and deductive thinking, Babbie (2005) suggests that both 

are parts of our lives. ‘Inductive reasoning moves from the particular to the general, 

from a set of specific observ'ations to the discovery of a pattern that represents some 

degree of order among all the given events’ (pp 22-23); whereas, deductive reasoning 

‘moves from the general to the specific’ (p 23). In other words, in the deductive 

approach, theory leads to observations and findings; while the inductive approach 

develops theory through observations and findings. He further argues that ‘deduction 

begins with “why” and moves to “whether”, while induction moves in the opposite 

direction’ (p 23). Neuman (2006) asserts that a clear theoretical picture is needed for 

deductive theorising, where one moves from ‘ideas toward grounded empirical 

observations’ (p 60) and inductive theorising, by contrast, can be built on some vague 

idea or a general topic and develop into more clear cut theoretical concepts, where one 

‘builds from observ'ations on the ground toward more abstract thinking’ (p 60). In 

addition to the inductive and deductive reasoning Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2007) 

following Mouly (1978) suggest that a combination of the inductive and deductive 

approaches may often be necessary, so ‘the researcher is involved in a back-and-forth
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process of induction (from observation to hypothesis) and deduction (from hypothesis to 

implications)’ (p 6). I have largely utilised the inductive method to generate knowledge. 

While studying the phenomena of leadership I moved into the field by focusing on post

primary school principals to understand the concepts of ethics, authority and freedom 

and their importance to principals as school leaders.

6.4.3 Qualitative versus Quantitative Research Methods:

Denzin and Lincoln (2005) say that ‘qualitative researchers stress the socially 

constructed nature of reality, the intimate relationship between the researcher and what 

is studied, and the situational constraints that shape inquiry’ (p 10) whereas 

‘quantitative researchers use mathematical models, statistical tables, and graphs, and 

they usually write about their research in impersonal, third-person prose’ (p 12). 

However, Walford (2001) argues that, whatever the differences betv\'een these two 

methods of conducting research, ‘fundamentally, doing all research is a profoundly 

pragmatic and down-to-earth activity which is broadly similar whether quantitative or 

qualitative data are being generated’ (p 5).

My research has not focused on an existing hypothesis, or tested established 

ideas in order to support a theory. Its aim has been to study school leadership through a 

literature review, an examination of life stories and lived experiences of current 

principals and school leaders and by listening to the stories shared by the respondents. 

Although I started by exploring ideas and theories, my main aim was to construct a 

model based on studies of lived experiences obtained through interviews with serving 

principals. I aimed to study personal, subjective and unique knowledge in the form of 

the values, ideals and aspirations of Irish post-primary school principals. Denzin and 

Lincoln (2003) suggest that ‘qualitative researchers study things in their natural settings, 

attempting to make sense of, or to interpret, phenomena in terms of the meanings people 

bring to them’ (p 5). For the purposes of this research, I found it more appropriate to use 

qualitative techniques in addressing the issue at hand. However, the different varieties 

of qualitative research methods are examined in more detail in the next chapter.

6.5 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND ACCOMPANYING 

PERSPECTIVES:
Wolcott (1992) suggests that ‘ultimately, everything can be subsumed under 

theory, even the theory implicit in empiricism that holds sensory experience to be the
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only source of knowledge, or the theory of action implicit in reform’ (p 16). Theory 

provides us with the lens with which to study and think about a topic while directing us 

to the important questions (Silverman 2000), helps us understand data by linking a 

single study to the enormous knowledge base (Neuman 2006) and in providing 

guidelines it proves to be an asset, as ‘it points us in directions that enable us to see’ 

however, in providing direction it turns out to be a liability since ‘it creates walls’ that 

restrict the researchers’ perceptions (Eisner 1984, p 450).

Focusing on the role of perspective in our experience of everyday reality Charon 

(2010) suggests that it is ‘a place where the individual stands as he or she looks at and 

tries to understand reality. An angle will always limit what one sees, since other angles, 

many of which may also be accurate, cannot be considered at the same time’ (p 4). 

There is, in this sense, a limitation that human beings face while trying to view and 

understand the world. In conducting this study I was aware of this limitation but was 

equally aware of the variety of perspectives that came to me through the narratives 

obtained from different principals. They had quite different views that were unique to 

each because of their diverse experiences. Thus it is only by concentrating on the life 

experiences of different individuals and through studying their communications and 

interactions with others around them that ‘we can begin to see why people differ in how 

they see reality, and it is not simply that one side is correct and the other is wrong or 

that one side is telling the truth and the other is lying’ (Charon 2010, p 5).

Charon (2010) suggests it is our social life that creates ideas and perspectives 

that affect our understanding of various situations and which consequently, affect our 

actions. Reality, for him, really exists, in that ‘there is something actually happening out 

there in the world, but we cannot know it completely or in any perfectly accurate way 

because we always see it through filters’ (p 6). These filters he calls perspectives. He 

further suggests that ‘we would not understand anything if we did not have a 

perspective to use’ (p 10). Various other terms that can be used instead of perspective 

are assumptions, paradigms and theories. Hitchcock and Hughes (1995) contend that 

‘ontological assumptions give rise to epistemological assumptions; these, in turn, give 

rise to methodological considerations; and these, in turn, give rise to issues of 

instrumentation and data collection’ (quoted in: Cohen, Manion, and Morrison 2007, p 

5). Similarly, Denzin and Lincoln (2005) suggest that ‘the gendered, multiculturally 

situated researcher approaches the world with a set of ideas, a framework (theory.
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ontology) that specifies a set of questions (epistemology) that he or she then examines 

in specific ways (methodology, analysis)’ (p 18).

Creswell (2007) suggests that ontology relates to ‘the nature of reality and its 

characteristics’ (p 16). He argues that when researchers carry out qualitative research 

they are conscious of the presence of ‘multiple realities’ which they embrace according 

to their different research needs. Moreover, he suggests that the role of epistemology in 

qualitative research means that ‘researchers try to get as close as possible to the 

participants being studied’ (p 18) and through this proximity they gain first-hand 

infomiation about the issues they want to explore. Although all researchers bring values 

to their studies ‘qualitative researchers like to make explicit those values’ (p 18). 

Creswell refers to this as the ‘axiological assumption’ where the researcher accepts the 

value-driven nature of the study and conscientiously offers both her/his own values and 

biases as well as those of the subject of the study. He further contends that ‘a rhetoric 

for the discourse of qualitative research ... has evolved over time. Qualitative 

researchers tend to embrace the rhetorical assumption that the writing needs to be 

personal and literary in form’ (p 18). The language in this case becomes personal and 

could be based on ideas and definitions that develop and evolve during the study, rather 

than being predefined by the researcher. Finally, Creswell (2007) argues that qualitative 

research is ‘characterised as inductive, emerging, and shaped by the researcher’s 

experience in collecting and analysing the data’ (p 19).

In this study, the chosen ontology rests on social constructionist epistemology 

which links in with the interpretivist, symbolic interactionist and interventionist 

paradigms. Lincoln and Cuba (1985) contend that a research paradigm is the basic 

belief system that directs the researcher, not only in deciding between different methods 

but in other ontologically and epistemologically important matters. Data were collected 

through in-depth, semi-stmctured, reflexive interviews. The research questions focused 

on the principals’ interpretations of their leadership roles and how their understandings 

allowed them to exercise their roles effectively while keeping the context in the 

forefront of their minds.

Table 6.1 The Theoretical Path of this Study:
Epistemology Theoretical perspectives Methods
Social
constructionism.

Interpretevism, symbolic interactionism and
inteiventionism.

Interviews.
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6.5.1 Social Constructionism:

I have explored the ethical leadership role of the school principal and ways 

through which she/he is influenced by past experiences in ways that impact her/his 

decisions as school leader. As discussed at the beginning of this chapter (p 144), I 

worked with the definition of leadership offered by Bogardus (1928) and of ethical 

leadership as offered by Brown, Trevino and Harrison (2005). Both these definitions 

highlight the importance of the leader’s conduct and interactions involving the leader, 

the followers and the environment, creating what Crotty (1998) refers to as ‘meaningful 

reality’ (p 42). For this purpose, I built my study on a constructionist epistemology. 

There is, however, some confusion regarding the use of the temis constmctionism and 

constructivism, especially since some researchers use them interchangeably (Lincoln & 

Cuba 2000) and it is thus important for me to clarify this issue before proceeding.

Crotty (1998) highlights the distinction between the concepts of constructionism 

and constmctivism. He argues that ‘whatever the terminology, the distinction itself is an 

important one’ (p 58). Constmctivism focuses on individual, unique experiences and 

cognitive processes, suggesting that ‘each one’s way of making sense of the world is as 

valid and worthy of respect as any other, thereby tending to scotch any hint of a critical 

spirit’ (p 58). By contrast, social constmctionism highlights the significant role culture 

plays in acting on individuals and their interactions shaping ‘the way in which we see 

things (even the way in which we feel things!) ...[as culture] gives us a quite definite 

view of the world. This shaping of our minds by culture is to be welcomed as what 

makes us human, and endows us with the freedom we enjoy’ (p 58). Therefore, ‘it can 

be said that constmctivism tends to resist the critical spirit, while constmctionism tends 

to foster it’ (Crotty 1998, p 58).

Crotty (1998) further suggests that constmctionism is quite different from the 

objectivism found in the positivist approach, in that it claims that the meanings that 

human beings constmct are formed through their direct engagement with ‘the world 

they are interpreting’ (p 43). He argues that constmctionism ‘is the view that all 

knowledge, and therefore all meaningful reality as such, is contingent upon human 

practices, being constaicted in and out of interaction between human beings and their 

world, and developed and transmitted within an essentially social context’ (p 42). 

Moreover, he suggests that since we have only the world and the objects in the world to 

work with, therefore, we construct meaning instead of creating it. Crotty (1998) further 

contends that although ‘much of the experience that constitutes us as people is socially
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constnicted’ (p 46), it is language that is the ‘keystone of social constnictionism’ (p 46). 

The present study concerns the past experiences of school principals, influenced both by 

their environments and interactions with others around them and how those experiences 

and interactions were interpreted by them to help them construct their roles as 

principals. To obtain knowledge of tliose experiences I made use of interviews to gather 

details of their reactions to past experiences. Language thus not only provided them the 

means to convey their life stories, but also allowed me to gather infomiation that gave 

me a greater insight into their past experiences and present responses.

Crotty (1998) also suggests that ‘while humans may be described, in 

constructionist spirit, as engaging with their world and making sense of it, such a 

description is misleading if it is not set in a genuinely historical and social perspective’ 

(p 54). He asserts that the world we are bom into and the social milieu we enter is one 

of meaning and intelligibility and he argues against the idea ‘that individuals encounter 

phenomena in the world and make sense of them one by one’ (p 54). He further 

suggests that while viewing the world meaningfully, from the first, we see it ‘through 

lenses bestowed upon us by our culture. Our culture brings things into view for us and 

endows them with meaning and, by the same token, leads us to ignore other things’ (p 

54). Greenwood (1994) also argues that social reality is built, sustained and rebuilt 

through social life and is a consequence of shared meanings. These social realities are 

‘constructed and sustained through the observation by the interactors involved of the 

social mles (action theories) which operate to create and sustain them’ (p 17).

Both these concepts give significance to the relationships evolved out of 

interaction between different individuals and between individuals and their 

environments, the main difference being the importance given to the individual in one 

and to sociocultural contexts in the other. For the sake of avoiding confusion I have 

based my work on the social constmctionist philosophy while acknowledging the 

importance of constmctivism in the work carried out by school principals as leaders 

who encourage participation from all members of the group in ways that would allow 

them all to be actively involved in the process of creating meaning and working 

collaboratively towards common goals, as suggested by (Homer 2003; and Shorter 

2005).

Although Creswell (2009) does not use these two concepts interchangeably, he 

uses the meanings behind both to explain his stance on constructivism, and suggests that 

‘social constmctivists hold assumptions that individuals seek understanding of the
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world in which they live and work’ (p 8) and ‘rather than starting with a theory (as in 

post-positivism), inquirers generate or inductively develop a theory or pattern of 

meaning’ (p 8). Creswell further suggests that constructivist researchers mainly have 

four things to focus on: the process of interaction among individuals; the specific 

contexts in which people live and work; recognition of their own backgrounds shaping 

their interpretation, and, finally, they situate themselves in the research to acknowledge 

how their interpretation flows from their personal, cultural and historical experiences 

(Creswell 2009, p 8).

The role of the school principal as a leader, her/his past influences and 

experiences and the ways in which she/he encourages active participation from all 

members of the school was critical to the present study and was the focus of my 

research questions. Thus, following the constructionist framework, it was essential to 

obtain feedback from different principals to acquire first-hand infonnation about their 

understandings of the responsibilities and expectations of their jobs and how far they 

managed to fulfil these in an inclusive and effective manner. It was important for me to 

listen to their stories about their Journeys as school leaders. For this purpose, interviews 

were conducted at different locations and at different times at the convenience of the 

interviewees. At every stage, I operated on their terms, because it was them in whom I 

was interested and it was important to me that they understood that.

6.5.2 Symbolic Interactionism

Following the study of differences between the concepts of constmctionism and 

constmctivism it seems important to note that the concept of symbolic interactionism, 

also ‘views human beings as social beings’ with ‘individuals and society ... [viewed as] 

inseparable’ (Burbank & Martins 2009, p 27). Referring to research carried out by 

Meltzer et al (1975) Burbank and Martins suggest that behaviour is not solely dependent 

on either human instincts or influenced by external environmental forces, it is in fact 

determined by ‘a reflective, socially derived interpretation of the internal and external 

stimuli that are present’ (p 27).

Charon (2010) argues that human beings should be ‘understood as social, 

interactional, and symbolic by their very nature. Those who see only the physical, who 

measure only that which is directly observ'able, miss the whole essence of the human 

being’ (p 35). He offers five key ideas that suggest how human beings are viewed by 

symbolic interactionists. These ideas also highlight the important role played by this
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perspective within the framework of social constructionism. They are: ‘social 

interactions between and among individuals’, ‘interaction within the thinking 

individual... [since] we think, deliberate and talk to ourselves before allowing any 

outside influence to impact our thinking and actions’, ‘humans define the situation they 

are in through interaction... that gives it meaning’, ‘human action is not only a result of 

past experiences and interactions [but is also] dependent on our on-going experiences 

and interactions in the present’ and ‘humans are not considered passive in relation to 

their surroundings ... [thus] social interactionism studies the preconditions necessary 

for human freedom and usually tries to explain an active individual who is able to 

overcome any external forces that come his/her way’ (Charon 2010, pp 28-29).

Charon (2010) further suggests that in order ‘to understand human action, we 

must focus on social interaction, human thinking, definition of the situation, the present, 

and the active nature of the human being’ (p 29). He contends that Mead, the principal 

founder of symbolic interactionism, was influenced by three main philosophies: 

pragmatism, naturalism and behaviourism. Pragmatisits (in this sense of a term that has 

various meanings) believe that humans, instead of merely responding to their 

environment, almost always interpret their environments while developing beliefs about 

things and selecting things according to their usefulness in different situations. Finally, 

pragmatists study human beings through observing their actions (Charon 2010, pp 30- 

31). Dewey (1944) suggests that:

There is more than a verba! tie between the words common, community, and 
communication. Men Jive in a community by virtue of the things they have in 
common; and communication is the way in which they come to possess things in 
common (p 4).

Naturalists believe that there is a need to recognise and identify the natural 

characteristics in humans instead of looking towards their spiritual and metaphysical 

aspects (Charon 2010, p 32). Finally, behaviourists believe that there is little or no place 

for social influences, personal attributes and attitudes in understanding behaviour. 

Instead, the best way to comprehend humans and all other animals is through a careful 

observation of behaviour (Charon 2010, p 34). Charon further observes that, according 

to Mead, it is not possible to understand human behaviour completely ‘without an 

understanding of mind, symbols, and self (p 34). Mead’s work, Charon (2010) 

suggests, seems to be an amalgamation of these three influences. Mead considered the 

human being as ‘an active being, a thinking, creative, self directing, defining dynamic 

actor, one whose ability to use symbols, to define, and to alter the environment results
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in a unique being in nature’ (p 34). During my research this was the stance I adopted in 

studying school principals and I thus looked for the influences on their lives that 

allowed them to bring their unique natures/experiences to their environments.

Blumer’s (1969) theory of symbolic interaction rests on three basic beliefs: 

individuals react towards different things and situations depending on the level of 

importance and significance or meaning that they have for them; these meanings are 

derived through a process of social interaction with other individuals and, finally, these 

perceptions and meanings are substantiated and adapted through a process of 

interpretation specific to the situation in which the individual is placed or wherever 

her/his actions are directed. The three tenets presented by Blunter (1969) are 

particularly appropriate for this study. The first tenet entails that the most important 

thing needed to understand tlie behaviour of different people is a way of exploring how 

they view' and interpret different aspects of their lives. Following Charon (2010) we can 

say that ‘we can understand what is going on only if we understand what the actors 

themselves believe about their world’ (p 210). The principal’s role as an ethical, 

authoritative and liberal leader has been the focus of all three research questions in this 

study and some questions in the interview focused on the background and beliefs of the 
principals (such as: What motivated you to enter the academic sector?). Such questions 

were clearly derived from the interactionist view that human action is influenced by the 

experiences, perceptions, perspectives, thoughts and interpretations that people have 

and make (Charon, 2010). This study tried to understand the experiences, meanings and 

inteipretations underpinning the actions of the principals.

Forte (2001) suggests that ‘a person is embedded in a social and cultural milieu, 

and his or her behaviour is a response to transactions with others in this milieu’ (p 33). 

Woods (1992) proposes that although ‘there is some nonsymbolic, unreflective 

behaviour, where individuals react as if by instinct and without thought’ (p 341) for the 

most part, ‘habitual activity can be the product of symbolic activity by earlier 

generations’ (p 341). Thus, Blumer’s second tenet highlights the view that action is also 

a consequence of social interaction. As different people interact they typically act 

thoughtfully, taking into account the acts committed by others and, in such situations, 

meanings become ‘social products’ leading to ‘creations that are formed through the 

defining activities of people as they interact,’ (Blumer 1969, p 5). Woods suggests that, 

‘construction of meaning in interaction occurs by means of the ability to take the role of 

the other, to put oneself in the position of the other, and to interpret from that position’
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(1992, p 342). Principals are frequently engaged in identifying and interpreting 

meaning, since they come into contact with a diverse range of individuals, not only 

within a school community but also from outside, such as from: students, teachers, other 

staff members, parents, board members, other principals and members of the local 

community, to name only a few. My research questions focus on the values and 

meanings that different principals have and how, through an understanding of these 

values, they are able to engage in more meaningful leadership activities. Woods (1992) 

contends that ‘human interaction is not a neutral mechanism that operates at the 

instigation of external forces but, rather, a fomiative one in its own right,’ (p 342). Such 

interaction, he believes, is in fact ‘a process of construction,’ and not merely a ‘response 

to factors playing on the person such as personality factors, psychological drives, social 

norms, or structural or cultural determinants’ (p 342). Bogdan and Biklen (1992) argue 

that this does not in any way imply that personal traits, job responsibilities, or physical, 

social, or cultural factors are not important for a sound understanding of behaviour, but 

their importance only extends to the point where they affect the defining and 

interpretive processes.

Finally, Blumer (1969), in his third tenet, contends that individuals define and 

then redefine their circumstances as they undergo experiences. The second and third 

research questions in this study also try to assess whether the settings in which the 

principals functioned affected their understandings of their roles as school leaders and 

to what extent their beliefs about, and understandings and interpretations of, their roles 

determined their actions in their respective schools.

Focusing on the role of the participant, Goffman (1970) argues that an 

individual’s capacity to ‘acquire, reveal, and conceal information’ (p 4) leads her/him to 

give expression to ideas ‘gathered from the immediate environment so as to respond 

effectively to what is going on around them’ (p 10) and communicate these ideas in 

ways that consequently ‘affect the surrounding environment’ (p 4). In the present study 

most principals who were interviewed talked about their past experiences, while 

narrating incidents that highlighted their growth and heightened understanding of 

themselves and various situations through interactions with others around them. Some 

mentioned their families, others recalled their own time in school, some narrated 

incidents about their teaching experiences, while others shared their current experiences 

but all commented on their various interactions in life that influenced them in what they 

were doing. Most of the principals whom I interviewed talked about the importance of
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being seen by their staff and students. They felt inhibited by the paperwork in their 

offices, left that work until later, giving priority to being out in the corridors, halls and 

classrooms of their schools so their students and staff could see them, be conscious of 

their presence and be aware of their accessibility. Most principals made an effort to 

know their students by name, since they believed that it would make the students feel 

that they were recognised and they were important. A principal’s presence was also 

widely seen as one way of promoting discipline amongst students.

Thus, interactions can be both verbal and non-verbal. Charon (2010) refers to 

symbols as ‘social objects’ that are not merely responses but hold meaning for ‘those 

who use them’. He goes on to suggest that symbols are used ‘intentionally’ by people 

who want to use them as social objects to ‘represent’ something and through that 

representation to ‘communicate’ some idea, either to themselves, to others around them, 

or both (pp 48-49). Charon (2010) further suggests that although there are many 

symbols around us, we can easily identify three main types of symbols: ‘words, objects, 

and acts’ (p 51). Of these, he contends, words, because ‘they can be produced at will, 

and they can represent a reality that other symbols cannot,’ are the ‘easiest kind of 

symbols to recognize, and undoubtedly the most used and the most important’ (pp 51- 

52).

The present study attempts to examine the extent to which symbols may play a role 

in the life and work of post-primary school principals and how (if at all), through the 

use of symbols, they are able to communicate with those around them. For instance, a 

principal who is aware of some personal problem of a teacher might try to help that 

teacher through encouragement and praise for work done. Positive attitudes displayed 

by the principal might lead the teacher (temporarily) to forget her/his problem and get 

on with teaching with more vigour and enthusiasm. Charon (2010) suggests that it is 

social interaction which ensures that ‘actors take one another into account, symbolically 

communicate to [sic] one another, and interpret each other’s actions’ (p 138). He further 

draws an analogy with a game of chess, where each player moves on the basis of how 

the other player moves while keeping in mind her/his original plan and an interpretation 

of the other player’s move. In other words, both social action and social interaction are 

directly dependent on the role of the other. ‘Communicating, interpreting, and adjusting 

what we do involves understanding actions from the perspective of the other’ (Charon 

2010, p 139). Social interaction, he believes, leads to creation of human qualities.
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actions and responses of people in different situations, fonnation of identities and, 

ultimately, creation of society.

The interactionist assumes that human beings are capable of making their own 

thoughts and activities objects of analysis, that is, they routinely, and even habitually, 

manipulate symbols and orient their own actions towards other objects’ (Denzin 1969, p

923) . Referring to Blumer (1966) he goes on to suggest that, since humans have the 

‘ability to self-consciously direct their own activities, the interaction process may be 

classified into those behaviours that are routinely organized and those that are actively 

constructed in a self-conscious and interpretive fashion’ (p 923). Similarly 1 studied 

school principals’ narratives and examined their actions, reflecting their understandings 

of both their own and others’ needs. In all of these points the important thing is to 

discern the nature of the social interaction to which Charon refers througlr which people 

end up constructing meaning for themselves and theii coimnunities.

The present smdy is aimed at understanding how (if at all) the positive and 

ethical attitude of the school principal may lead her/him effectively to deal with matters 

pertaining to a school. My research also studies the symbolic significance of the 

interactions between the principals and their personal and work environments and how 

these interactions may influence them as individuals ‘resulting in an emergent quality 

that may not have existed before the parties came together’ (Denzin 1969, p 924). I 

further looked into how they interpret these interactions and experiences and if they 

allow these interpretations and understandings to help them gain greater insight into the 

worlds they jointly reside and work in. Such joint action, Denzin argues, thus becomes 

‘the fitting of disparate, conflicting, and often incomplete plans of action into a package 

of meanings that, at least for the moment of activity, provide the basis of interaction’ (p

924) . Charon (2010) suggests that ‘symbolic interactionism may not yet be relevant to 

those who want to systematically [sic] alter people in a given direction, but it is a very 

relevant perspective for understanding human social situations’ (p 199). Through such 

an understanding school principals may feel encouraged to add the dimension of care to 

their role as school leaders and how, through the use of such care, they may help 

teachers and students to interact positively with each other.
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6.5.3 Interpretivism

Having discussed the importance of interaction and symbols in the development 

of communication between different individuals, making for improved social 

enhancement, the next step is to understand these interactions and interpret them 

according to our understanding of different situations and facts. Interpretivism, Crotty 

(1998) suggests ‘emerged in contradistinction to positivism in an attempt to understand 

and explain human and social reality’ (pp 66-67). Therefore, interpretation, by its very 

nature, seeks an understanding and an elucidation of facts while following the 

assumption offered by Edmund Husserl that reality is not objectively determined, but is 

socially constructed. Its presence can be felt from perfonning the simplest of acts, like 

walking or seeing things, to bigger tasks like managing companies and organisations. 

Gubrium and Holstein (2000) suggest that ‘interpretive practice engages both the hows 

and the whats [original emphasis] of social reality’ (p 488). In other words, it focuses on 

how people systematically develop their worlds and experiences and ‘in the 

configurations of meanings and institutional life that inform and shape their reality- 

constituting activity’ (p 488). Yanow and Schwartz-Shea (2006) argue that ‘the 

researcher meets people as people; he can’t [sic] hide behind abstractions or numbers or 

suiweys’ (p 390) and it is in this interaction and meaningful interpretation that we find 

the most meaningful responses and dialogues.

Surveys iustautiate ihe privilege of distauce: They seek to protect us from all of 
the veiy human responses that may arise in being studied by others and in 
studying them. Meaning-focused interpretive research does not allow such 
antiseptic distance (Yanow & Schwartz-Shea 2006, p 390).

Denzin (2001a) highlights the importance of the interpretive approach and 

suggests that this approach can help researchers identify different definitions of the 

subject/problem being studied, identify assumptions held by other individuals/groups, 

identify important ‘points of intervention into social situations’, ‘offer different moral 

points of view to interpret and understand the problem, policy or programme’ and 

researchers can thus ‘expose the limits of statistics and statistical evaluations by using 

the more qualitative materials furnished by the interpretive approach’ (p 2).

As earlier discussed, the interpretive approach places stress on searching for and 

interpreting the interactions and experiences of the subjects being studied. Bevir (2006) 

suggests that interpretivism rests ‘on a philosophical analysis of the meaningful nature 

of human action’ (p 283) and accounts given of human actions can be ‘interpretations of
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interpretations’. For instance, while sharing their different experiences and narratives, 

the principals I interviewed shared their interpretations of their past actions and 

interactions, which I then interpreted in the light of their stories. Social researchers 

following this approach intend to identify subjective meanings like definitions, feelings, 

assessments and interpretations. They provide descriptions and analyses of these 

meanings by explaining why the participants are using them. They make these 

descriptions and analyses easy to understand by preparing interpretive accounts, 

reflecting on and acting as a result of the things said and done in collaboration with the 

participants being investigated. In seeking to explore understandings of ethics, authority 

and freedom on the part of selected post-primary Irish school principals, the present 

study aimed to identify the subjective meanings assigned to leadership in this context. It 

described and analysed these concepts and tried to make them more comprehensible 

through interpretive accounts obtained from a small sample of principals.

Blackledge and Hunt (1985) offer four important assumptions in understanding 

the interpretivist approach to research. They contend that a study of daily activities of 

people is essential for understanding all aspects of society. Individuals have the freedom 

and flexibility to carry out individual activities and those that are geared towards 

facilitating the entire group. Since such actions cannot exist in isolation so ‘[we] 

mutually interpret the behaviour of other people with whom we interact. It follows from 

this that subsequent action depends on our interpretation’ (p 236). And discussions 

following these interactions may lead to a change in the participants’ understanding of 

what is going on or could take place within the mind of one individual, whether the 

researcher or the participant, leading to a clearer understanding of what is going on (p 

236).

Likewise, Denzin (2001a) argues that ‘interpretation must engulf what is learned 

about the phenomenon and incorporate prior understandings while always remaining 

incomplete and unfinished’ (p 51). He suggests five phases of the interpretive process; 

deconstruction, capture, bracketing, construction and contextualisation. These phases 

and their meanings are highlighted in Table 6.2 below, along with a description of my 

own use of the interpretive process.
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Phases Definitions My research
Deconstruction It involves a critical analysis and 

interpretation of prior studies of the 
phenomenon in question.

Literature review on leadership and 
school principal leadersliip.

Capture The researcher secures multiple 
naturalistic instances of the
experiences being smdied.

Conducted interviews of a selected 
nmnber of Irish post-primary school 
principals.

Bracketing It leads the researcher to attempt to 
isolate the key or essential feature(s) of 
the process(es) under examination.

The principals’ experiences of the job 
and outside experiences tliat 
influenced them at work.

Construction It describes the attempt to interpret the 
event or process fully.

Studying all the key issues involved in 
being an ethical school leader who 
balances out authority and freedom.

Contextualization It takes place when the researcher 
locates the phenomenon in the worlds 
of lived experiences.

Trying to obtain answers to my 
research questions and working 
towards an application of these 
answers to reality.

Denzin (2001a) suggests that meaning is easily clarified through interpretation 

and it is thus important to describe the act or process that has to be interpreted. He 

distinguishes between two types of descriptions. A thin description ‘simply states facts’ 

(p 53). For instance, when talking about a principal we can say that; she/lie went to 

school an hour before everyone else and sat down to work on some papers. A thick 

description, however, would look at this situation in a completely different way since it 

‘attempts to uncover the meanings that infomr and structure the subject’s experiences’ 

(p 52). Thick description takes the reader to the heart of the issue being interpreted 

because it is assumed that ‘all meaning is symbolic and operates at both the surface and 

the depths, at both the micro and the macro levels’ (Denzin 2001a, p 52). The actions 

carried out by the principal mentioned above could then be described in a completely 

different way; the principal went to school an hour before everyone else. She/he wanted 

to finish the paperwork left from the previous day as there had been a fight between two 

students and that issue had to be resolved before the principal left for the day. This 

principal liked to be ‘on top of things by ensuring that the students saw him/her when 

they came in to school. Paperwork, it seemed to this principal, had the tendency of 

taking one away from the real task at hand. She/he thus made an effort to finish all the 

paper work before the students came into school as she/he wanted to be there to greet 

them and be seen by the students during the course of the day.

The examples given above highlight the difference found between a thin and a 

thick description as offered by Denzin (2001a); a thin description merely states facts 

without focusing on the intentions or circumstances that lead to that action; a thick
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description ‘(a) gives the context of an action, (b) it states the intentions and meanings 

that organise the action, (c) it traces the evolution and development of the action, and 

(d) it presents the action as a text that can then be interpreted’ (p 53). He refers to thick 

description as the ‘cornerstone’ (p 54) of interpretative studies, without which an 

‘authentic understanding would not be possible’ (p 54). Whether a thin description or a 

thick description is provided the important thing, Bevir (2006) suggests is that 

interpretivism rests on a philosophical analysis of action which ‘does not prescribe any 

particular heuristic or any method of creating data; rather it prescribes a particular way 

of recounting data and theories that might be generated using any of a variety of 

methods and heuristics’ (p 283). In my study I hoped to encourage school principals to 

give thick descriptions of their experiences in order to allow me to produce a narrative 

that was rich, meaningful and not superficial.

6.5.4 Interventiofiisni:

After discussing in detail the role played by interactions between people and 

their interpretation of these interactions, one can ask: What now? Where do we go from 

here? In the context of my work it was vital that I found evidence of school principals 

being able to go beyond their experiences, showing that they had some higher 

understanding of their role as principals. Could they (did they) intervene in the lives of 

pupils and teachers in attempts to, according to their rights and based on their own prior 

experiences and understandings of what constituted a ‘good’ schooling, ensure others 

had a good schooling?

Intervention is, generally, thought to be an important tool for catering for the 

cognitive and emotional needs of students (Fuchs & Fuchs 2006; Rogers 2009; 

Kraayenoord, 2010). Intervention, generally, focuses on at-risk students or students with 

learning difficulties, but the focus of my research was the post-primary school 

principals and it is important to understand their roles in the light of the many 

interventions they might make in school communities through mentoring, providing 

pastoral care, providing a supportive social and collaborative environment where all 

students can feel secure. Something as simple as offering respectful treatment to staff 

and students (Bergmark 2008) can be seen as a form of intervention leading to a 

stronger sense of commitment and a desire to work hard in both teachers and students 

by creating respectful relationships. Berkowitz and Bier (2004) believed that it was 

essential for principals to understand issues confronting students, to be committed to
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working towards providing positive support and feedback and to take necessary action 

to provide character development opportunities to students and teachers as ‘an effective 

means of promoting both student social/moral/emotional development and academic 

achievement’ (p 82). Such understanding, followed by any necessary action[s] geared 

towards improvement and resolution of issues, is what I see as intervention carried out 

by school principals. I have discussed the role of the principal as an instructional leader 

in great detail in the literature review on school principalship and from this it emerges 

that intervention plays a part in ensuring that proper instruction takes place. But strong 

leadership is needed to carry out purposeful intervention. McHugh (1968) suggests that 

‘someone must assume the role of instructional leader, change agent, and evaluator. 

This challenge falls squarely on the school principal. No other person can assume this 

role’ (p 25).

In a study utilising meta-analytic methods Greenwald, Hedges and Laine (1996) 

concluded that ‘school resources are systematically related to student achievement’ (p 
384) and proper utilisation of resources to provide support and incentives to children 

and teachers is extremely important. In such a case, the principal’s role is essential to 

ensure that resources are properly distributed to the different sections of the school. In 

other words, proper instruction is most likely to take place if the principal is aware of 

the needs of the students and teachers, has the resources to fulfil these needs, is ethically 

inclined to distribute these resources equally and is liable to carry out necessary 

interventions wherever the need arises. I suggest that intervention by the principal can 

encourage a reform process that ‘offers the potential to generate real effects,’ not only 

by ‘treating students as people whose ideas matter’ but also ‘by involving them in ways 

that will be most meaningful to both the reform and the students’ (Osberg, Pope & 

Galloway 2006, p 342).

Inteiwention to assist students in need can most effectively be carried out by a 

principal who is fiilly aware of the pupil’s needs and elicits help from those directly 

involved in her/his education. Interaction between a principal and students facing 

difficulties should involve an interpretation of what the issues are and a willingness to 

intervene and provide solutions. Many talented, energetic, skilful and intelligent young 

students may fail to achieve to the fullest of their capabilities due to lack of creative and 

encouraging school settings (Sanacore 1995; Hinchman, et al 2004; Smyth 2006; 

Bergmark 2008). Encouragement, in the form of a creative environment, requires 

awareness and involvement on the part of the principal. A lack of alignment between
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school curriculum and the activities that young people are involved in outside school is 

often thought to be a prime reason for lack of interest and engagement in the learning 

experienced by students (for example: Anderman, Maehr & Midgley 1999; Eccles, et al 

1993). In this study I have tried to investigate the importance of the role of the school 

principal in ensuring that issues relating to students’ well-being, both inside and outside 

school, are dealt with effectively. These include issues such as the students’ physical 

and emotional well-being, the level of creativity and freedom present in the school 

curriculum and a sense of structure and focus for all those involved.

6.6 SUMMARY:

Table 6.3 below highlights the importance that social constructionism has in 

social research and how interactionism, interpretivism and interventionism provide the 

means to understanding this particular framework. In my study the principal’s self has 

been studied through an understanding of her/his construction of meaning through past 

interactions and interpretations of those experiences. I have, through the use of 

interviews, tried to interpret these experiences to see what influences these interactions 

have had on the principals and how far these constructed meanings have led them to act 

and behave in ways that influence the surroundings in which they work. This process is 

cyclical, as whatever influences the principals’ actions might also result in influencing 

the people around them, so, in their own interactions with the principal, these people 

may respond in ways that would be influenced by the principals’ actions in the first 
place.

Table 6.3

SOCIAL RESEARCH MY RESEARCH
Individual self The principal.
Constaicting meaning (social
constmctionism).

Constaicting meaning (social
constructionism).

Through interaction and past experiences 
(symbolic interactionism).

Through interaction and past experiences 
(symbolic interactionism).

Interpreting experiences (interpretivism). Interpreting experiences (interpretivism).
To influence society through intervention 
(interventionism).

To influence the school and the people in it 
through intervention (interventionism).

In this chapter I have presented my research objectives and the reasons for 

conducting this research by following the qualitative research paradigm. Focusing on 

the philosophical foundations of this research I have presented myself as a social 

constructionist and looked at how interactionism, interpretivism and interventionism
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play key roles in developing our understanding of the ways school principals act while 

being influenced by their life experiences. The next chapter is a continuation of this 

chapter in which I introduce the methods that have been used in conducting this 

research as a result of the philosophical perspectives employed and the techniques used 

to analyse the data obtained.

179



CHAPTER 7
RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODS OF ENQUIRY

7.1 INTRODUCTION:
In this chapter I describe/discuss the research design, methods of inquiry and the 

instruments employed to collect data and, finally, the tools used to analyse the data 

obtained from Irish post-primary school principals. As a qualitative researcher 

interested in gaining an understanding of human experiences which are said to be 

‘multilayered and complex’ (Polkinghome 2005, p 138) and their relevance to the lives 

and work of people, I endeavoured to search for this understanding through stories that 

are considered to be the means through which ‘human beings give meaning to their 

experience of temporality and personal actions’ (Polkinghome 1988, p 11). For the 

purpose of my research, a study of past experiences that second-level school principals 

had and the resultant narratives/stories that they were willing to share seemed the most 

appropriate.

Stories are said to facilitate people’s (principals’) understanding of past events 

and experiences of their lives to assist them in planning for the future by distinguishing 

between the positive and negative experiences, to replicate one and avoid the other. And 

through this understanding to be able to use a sequence of interrelated stories to express 

who they are and where they are coming from (Polkinghome 1988). Following 

Polkinghorne’s understanding of conducting interviews as being ‘the most used 

approach to qualitative data gathering’ (2005, p 137) I conducted interviews and 

gathered an understanding of how school principals viewed their past lives and if those 

past influences reflected in their actions and decisions as school leaders. My intention 

was not to bisect the richness of their stories by ‘counting how many times a particular 

word appears in the text [as one might do in discourse analysis, instead I wanted to 

work with] the ideas and thoughts that have been expressed by the participants’ 

(Polkinghome 2005, p 138).

Issues of tmstworthiness and authenticity are also discussed, as are the ethical 

considerations involved in conducting this research. I utilise the criterion Morse et al. 

offer while displaying concern about researchers who ‘focus on the tangible outcomes 

of the research’ (2002, p 17) as they reach the conclusion of their study instead of

180



highlighting the iterative nature of these strategies that ‘shape and direct the research 

during its development’ (p 17). Appropriate strategies built into the qualitative research 

process ‘when used appropriately, force the researcher to correct both the direction of 

the analysis and the development of the study as necessary, thus ensuring reliability and 

validity of the completed project’ (Morse et al. 2002, p 17).

7.2 QUALITATIVE RESEARCH:
Having worked, as a teacher, with adolescent students for almost 13 years and 

with teachers, as head of an English department for four years, I have experienced first

hand pupils’/teachers’ responses and reactions to events in their lives and how that 

could, in some small way, help them understand, resolve and cope with certain issues. 

Thus, I decided to explore if/how principals could affect those whom they teach/lead, 

directly or indirectly. My firm conviction (and that of other researchers in the field) has 

always been that in a school setting, the role of the principal seems to be of utmost 

importance in affecting ‘the overall quality of teacher professional development’ and 

also ‘embed[ding] life-long learning into the everyday life of students and teachers’ 

(Bredeson & Johansson 2000, pp 385 and 389, respectively).

This study incorporates the constructionist paradigm with emphasis on 

interaction, interpretation and intervention. A qualitative research approach was used to 

address research questions that were influenced by my own life experiences. Therefore, 

reflexivity played a key part in my decision to developing my research questions and in 

selecting my epistemological stance (constructionism), the participants, methods used 

and the approach to analysis of the data collected. According to Morrison (2002) since 

reflexivity can be employed in either positivist or interpretive research, it ‘allows 

researchers to reflect upon, and even celebrate, their key roles as contributors to, and 

participants in, the principles and practices of their educational research projects’ (p 23). 

But they may still give preference to either qualitative or quantitative research. My own 

experiences in the field of education were major contributors to my decision to research 

this particular theme. However, as Reis (2011) suggests ‘although a reflexive 

methodology arises from an act of reflection on previous experience, it is the reflection 

in experience that allows a reflexive methodology to be possible [original emphasis 

throughout]’ (p 4). Thus, during my meetings and interviews with Irish post-primary 

school principals I was able to reassess and analyse my own position, which then 

contributed to a more informed and rich analysis of principals’ stories.
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As already established in the previous chapter, I have used qualitative 

techniques for conducting my research keeping in view its place within the social 

constaictionist paradigm and its significance to my study. I examined Irish second-level 

school principals’ past and present experiences in the light of the work they conducted 

in their schools. My intention was, as Denzin and Lincoln put it: ‘[to] study things in 

their natural settings, attempting to make sense of, or to interpret, phenomena in terms 

of the meanings people bring to them’ (2003, p 5).

Qualitative researchers view social life from different points of view and 

describe how people form identities through examining social processes and cases in 

their social contexts. They view interpretations or the creation of meaning in specific 

settings. Very rarely do they make use of numbers as variables, or test any hypothesis. 

Instead, they borrow ideas from the people whom they study and place these ideas 

within the context of a natural setting. One criticism of qualitative data is that the 

material collected is vague and elusive. This, however, is not always or necessarily tme, 

since qualitative data can comprise documentation of real events, recordings of actual 

views of people including their words, tones of voice and gestures and it can also 

involve observations of different behaviours and responses, scrutinising written 

documents, or even examining visual images. These are examples of concrete aspects of 

such research (Neuman 2006, p 157). Walcott (1990) emphasises the importance of 

providing appropriate and coherent descriptions in such a way as to ‘invite the reader to 

see through your [the researcher’s] eyes what you have seen’ (p 28). This comes more 

often in the form of a story than anything else. What is important is to make sure that 

the researcher presents the facts obtained in the field in an interesting and engaging 

manner. The current study, as already stated, focused on an investigation of lived 

experiences of current post-primary school principals and the realities of their roles as 

school leaders. Before discussing in detail the methods of inquiry employed in this 

study it is important to look into the various methods and strategies that are most 

commonly employed in qualitative research and their ontological, epistemological and 

methodological concerns.

7.3 RESEARCH DESIGNS USED FOR DATA COLLECTION IN 

QUALITATIVE RESEARCH:
For the social researcher there are several different options and alternatives to 

choose from in planning ways to collect relevant data for a study. Like the philosophical
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foundations and different paradigms employed to determine the scope and purpose of 

the research, it is important to choose the appropriate and relevant research design(s) to 

obtain or get closer to the desired results. Although there are several qualitative research 

designs that can be used, it is important to highlight the design(s) most appropriate for 

my study and in order to identify the best design for the present research I found it 

important to highlight the different research methods that are available.

According to Creswell (2007) there are five traditions of qualitative enquiry. 

These are as follows.

Phenomenology.

Grounded theory.

Ethnography.

Case study.

Narrative.

He elaborates on this by saying that ‘narrative originates from the humanities 

and social sciences, phenomenology from psychology and philosophy, grounded theory 

from sociology, ethnography from anthropology and sociology, and case studies from 

the human and social sciences and applied areas such as evaluation research’ (p 9).

7.3.1 Phenomenology’

Quite simply, phenomenological research focuses on a certain aspect of reality 

as it appears to different individuals. Creswell (2007) defines it as a study that 

‘describes the meaning for several individuals of their lived experiences [original 

emphasis] of a concept or a phenomenon’ (p 57). Researchers conducting 

phenomenological studies focus on describing commonalities between different 

participants as they experience a single phenomenon like happiness, grief or shock. 

Creswell suggests that such researchers aim to present ‘an exhaustive description of the 

phenomenon’ that encompasses the ‘essence of the experience’ (p 160). This particular 

approach was not suitable for the purpose of my study, considering the importance 

given to personal experiences and narratives and how an interpretation of these 

experiences led individuals to react to different phenomenon in different ways.
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7.3.2 Grounded Theory

Grounded theory offers a method for generating different types of information, 

combining these into a structure that connects them and then, finally, offers an extended 

set of theoretical suggestions (Strauss & Corbin 1990). Creswell (2007) contends that 

‘the intent of a grounded theoiy study [original emphasis] is to move beyond description 

and to generate or discover a theoiy [original emphasis]’ (pp 62-63) that might allow 

participants in a particular study to better understand their practices as outcomes of 

certain experiences, through the development of the theory. Such a theory may, in turn, 

provide a stmcture for future research. In other words, this theory is derived from a 

perspective that tries to explain different social realities by highlighting the processes at 

work in the situation being studied. Neuman (2006) suggests that ‘a grounded theory 

approach pursues generalizations by making comparisons across social situations’ (p 

60). My intention was not to study such generalisations, rather, it was to focus on the 

specific experiences, responses, actions and interactions of different school principals to 

better understand their work in education.

7.3.3 Ethnography

This method focuses on a description of people and cultures. According to 

Neuman (2006) ‘ethnography means describing a culture and understanding another 

way of life from the native point of view’ (p 381) by being a part of that culture. By 

doing so people move beyond the surface meaning and understand meanings that may 

be implied, they may showcase their thoughts and beliefs through their actions. Such 

actions do not give meaning rather observing these actions will bring out the meaning, 

and moving beyond what is heard or studied to the actual meaning of things ‘is at the 

centre of ethnography’ (p 381).

Creswell (2007) refers to ethnography as a process that ‘involves extended 

observations of the group, most often through participant observation [original 

emphasis], in which the researcher is immersed [original emphasis] in the day-to-day 

lives of the people and observes and interviews the group participants’ (p 68). It is the 

meaning behind the actions, words and interaction between members of the same 

cultural group in which the ethnographer is most interested. Since meaning cannot be 

obtained superficially, by studying the group from a distance, it is essential for the 

researcher to be part of a culture and to view the world through its members’ eyes. Once 

the study has been conducted the observations must be recorded as accurately as
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possible. This particular method was not appropriate for the present study, since my 

intention was not to view the principals in their work environments while they were 

conscious of being observed. This, I felt, could have resulted in more conditioned 

responses that might have lacked the authenticity that I was looking for. My intention 

was to study the motives and reasons behind their actions/decisions and the impact (if 

any) of their life experiences on the ways they carried out their roles as school leaders, 

as they emerged through their personal narratives.

7.3.4 Case Study

Unlike phenomenology, where a certain phenomenon and its impact on people is 

under scrutiny, the case study ‘involves the study of an issue explored through one or 

more cases within a bounded system (i.e. a setting, a context)’ (Creswell 2007, p 73). 

He offers three variant forms of case study research. The first of these is the single 

instrumental case study in which ‘the researcher focuses on an issue or concern, and 

then selects one bounded case to illustrate this issue’ (p 74). This is distinct to the 

collective or multiple case study in which there is again one particular case or issue that 

is selected. In this case ‘[the] inquirer selects multiple case studies to illustrate the 

issue...it could be several programs from several research sites or multiple programs 

within a single site’ (p 74). Separate again is the intrinsic case study in which ‘the focus 

is on the case itself...because the case presents an unusual or unique situation’ (p 74). 

Similarly, Neuman (2006) contends that in a case study the researcher examines and 

explores, in detail, different features of a few cases over a certain period of time. ‘Cases 

can be individuals, groups, organizations, movements, events, or geographic units’ (p 

40) and the data obtained is more ‘detailed, varied, and extensive’ (p 40).

Where the ‘single instrumental case study’, as described by Creswell (2007), has 

some resemblance to nanative research, there is still a major difference in the way the 

case(s) can be described and in the detailed analysis of the case(s). The present study 

focuses on a group of Irish post-primary school principals and, in a way, could be 

labelled a case study. However, the purpose of this study was not to highlight any one 

issue or concern pertaining to schools. Rather, it was to view the principals as 

individuals with storied lives who have had experiences and encounters that have led 

them to carry out their roles as principals in their own unique ways. It was the purpose 

of my research to look into the stories that these principals have to share and offer their
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and my own interpretations of these stories. Several issues and concerns are explored 

but they emerge from the stories of these principals and not the other way round.

7.3.5 Narrative Research

A narrative is ‘a spoken or written text giving an account of an event/action or 

series of events/actions, chronologically connected’ (Czarniawska 2004 p 17). Research 

based on narratives includes ‘in-depth study of particular individuals in social context 

and in time, and it requires a highly sensitized and self-reflective inquirer rather than a 

set of objective, impersonal skills’ (Josselson, Lieblich & McAdams 2003, p 4). 

Creswell (2007) says of this method that; ‘as a method, it begins with the experiences as 

expressed in lived and told stories of individuals’ (p 54). It also requires a focused study 

of one or two individuals, so that data are collected through their stories, highlighting 

their unique experiences and interpreting them in the order in which these stories 

unfolded.

According to Etherington (2002) narrative research ‘is based upon a social 

constructionist epistemology that views reality and knowledge as socially constmcted’ 

(p 167). She goes on to suggest that contextual, historical, cultural and social stories and 
practices are part of such narratives, as they portray ‘how people experience their 

position in relation to a culture, whether on the margins, being part of, or on becoming 

part of, a new culture’ (p 167). In short, narrative research is about ‘lived experience - 

that is ... lives and how they are lived’ (Clandinin & Connelly 2000, p xxii)

Connelly and Clandinin (1990) suggest that ‘education and educational research 

is the construction and reconstruction of personal and social stories; learners, teachers, 

and researchers are storytellers and characters in their own and others’ stories’ (p 2). 

Therefore, a study of the ways humans experience the world or ‘lead storied lives and 

tell stories of those lives’ (p 2), is the study of narrative. Narrative researchers not only 

collect and describe such lives but ‘tell stories of them, and write narratives of 

experience’ (p 2). However, Clandinin, Pushor and Orr (2007) argue a point repeated by 

other authors who insist that ‘narrative inquiry is much more than the telling of stories’ 

(p 21). To be of value narrative research must be the means of bringing readers ‘into the 

settings, characters, actions, dialogue and events of the research story using many of the 

same devices that other writers of narrative employ’ (Ely, et al. 1997, p 64). They 

further argue that stories are not just outcomes of imagination, rather, they ‘constitute 

lived stories, individual and collective, retold and reconstaied’ (p 64). In this study I
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have explored the narratives of selected Irish school principals to understand as fully as 

possible their perspectives and how their interpretations of their life experiences have 

led them to carry out their roles in unique ways. Others have done likewise. For 

instance, in an interview conducted by Averre-Beeson (2008), head teacher Stephen 

Capper talked about the transforming power of narrative by recounting how a small boy 

trying to improve, one step at a time, led him to pursue the same ideal in his own 

philosophy. One story led him to develop his own narrative and he also went on to help 

others develop similar narratives for the good of the school in which he worked.

For my research to have any meaning it was vital that, along with obtaining 

stories of principals through conversational exchanges, I placed my own experiences 

and observations in the final narrative. Generally, I took care to minimise my own 

views during the course of the interviews. However, for the sake of gaining the trust of 

the participants, at times, it was important to share personal anecdotes to help strengthen 

the connection and rapport I had with participants. Ellis and Berger (2003) refer to 

interviews as events resulting from an alliance with, and communication between, 

researcher and respondent. Along with a focus on building a relationship between the 

interviewer and the interviewee, interviews can also help in constructing meanings 

through these interactions which have also been referred to as social encounters 

(Gubrium & Holstein 1998, Silverman 1993). In this sense, interaction is seen as a 

result of the on-going relationship between the personal and social identities of the 

researcher and the participant.

Through the use of responsive, semi-stmctured, in-depth inteiwiews I obtained 

stories from selected principals about their lives, both personal and professional, and 

how certain influences resulted in the type of narratives they are now creating for those 

around them. Eighteen of the 21 principals who were interviewed commented on how 

the interview questions and the subsequent answers had transported them to another 

realm, a metaphorical ‘place’ where they had previously been at the start of their 

careers. There was sense of nostalgia in some responses and a sense of frustration in 

others at the way external influences, and even personal changes of circumstances, had 

resulted in a shift from original idealism and passion to something more mundane.

Connelly and Clandinin (2006) offer a conceptual framework for narrative 

inquiry in which they identify ‘three commonplaces of narrative inquiry—temporality, 

sociality, and place—which specify dimensions of an inquiry space’ (p 479). These 

commonplaces need to be examined and explored simultaneously, not in isolation. For
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them ‘temporality’ highlights the constant transition in events, places and people, since 

they all have a past, present and future, ‘events under study are in temporal transition’ 

(p 479). Highlighting the relationship between researcher and participant Connelly and 

Clandinin (2006) suggest that ‘narrative inquirers are concerned with personal 

conditions and, at the same time, with social conditions. By personal conditions we 

mean the feelings, hopes, desires, aesthetic reactions, and moral dispositions [of the 

character(s) concerned’ (p 480). Finally, they argue that ‘specificity of location is 

crucial’ (p 480) in narrative inquiry, as ‘all events take place some place’ (p 481). On 

the basis of these considerations Clandinin, Pushor and Orr (2007) propose a list of 

elements for narrative researchers to consider when ‘designing a narrative inquiry’ (p 

24). They believe that researchers should concentrate on the personal/social & practical 

justification of the study, clearly map out the focus of inquiry; describe methods 

employed for studying a particular phenomenon; identify the analysis and interpretation 

process; place their study in relation to other research (literature review); bring out the 

uniqueness embedded in the phenomenon under study; focus on ethical considerations 

while focusing on inquirer-participant relationship and consider the manner and process 

of representation, to allow them to use certain methodological and ontological 

assumptions to work from (Clandinin, Pushor & Orr 2007).

Creswell (2007) suggests that there are several forms found in narrative research 

practices: a biographical study in which ‘the researcher writes and records the 

experiences of another person’s life’, autobiography, ‘written and recorded by the 

individuals who are the subject of the study’, a life history which ‘portrays an 

individual’s entire life’ and an oral history which ‘consists of gathering personal 

reflections of events and their causes and effects from one individual or several 

individuals’ (p 55). The present study has recorded the impact of individual experiences 

on the views that the participants bring with them to their field of work, by listening to 

their stories. Etherington (2002) suggests that when people share their stories with us, it 

allows us to ‘hear their feelings, thoughts and attitudes, and the richness of the narrative 

helps us to understand how they understand themselves, their strategies for coping and 

how they make theoretical sense of their lives’. In that sense, my research is 

biographical since I was trying to record the influence of past and present experiences 

on the participants. But this study is also autobiographical in two ways: firstly my own 

experiences and life story as a teacher and head of a department come into play. 

Although my own views were kept in check for the most part during the interviews.

188



they were sometimes vital as they not only informed the research questions that I 

developed but also gave me a structure that allowed me to weigh the responses given by 

the principals against my own experiences. Secondly, the data collected concerns the 

lived experiences of the participating principals and how they shared their stories with 

me. Thus, I constructed their biographies from their autobiographies, as it were.

It seems important to mention that since the principals were aware of my 

previous teaching experience and my involvement in an education system distinct to the 

one in which they worked, it led them to seek my involvement in certain questions and 

expectation of feedback from my own experiences as a teacher and head of a 

department. Questions such as T’m sure you faced similar situations while teaching?’ or 

‘Does the system in your country offer the same possibilities?’ to name just a few, came 

up during the interviews. I responded to these, but only in short answers to keep the 

focus on the principals and not divert them from their own narratives. In consequence, I 

found that although I had tried to keep my reflexive approach towards my research out 

of the interview process to limit my personal views, the interview process itself took a 

reflexive turn due to the interest shown by most principals in my background and 

experiences.

Entire life stories could not be covered due to a shortage of time and also 

because that was not the intention of this study. But I still managed to obtain specific 

aspects of each principal’s life and tried to show how past experiences influenced 

present actions. Finally, an oral narration of their experiences, which the participants 

shared with me during the interviews, provided rich data that allowed for a greater 

insight into the reasons for their attimdes and behaviour in their roles as school 

principals.

Schifffin (1996) suggests that the ‘process of transforming personal experience 

into verbal performance is interwoven with the way stories are socially and culturally 

situated’ (p 168) She further contends that by giving voice to an experience ‘we situate 

that experience globally [original emphasis]; by drawing on our cultural knowledge and 

expectations about typical courses of action in recurrent situations, we constmct story 

topics, themes and points’ (p 168). She deemed it essential for human survival that we 

create stories about ourselves and about the others around us, while keeping in mind the 

personal as well as the social past and future. I felt liberated through the use of narrative 

research to give voice to the experiences of the participants and through that articulation 

managed to recognise, construct, inteipret and share my own experiences through the
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resulting narrative. Hardy (1968) refers to narrative ‘as a primary act of mind 

transferred to art from life’ (p 5). This act leads us to ‘dream in nanative, daydream in 

narrative, remember, anticipate, hope, despair, believe, doubt, plan, revise, criticise, 

construct, gossip, learn, hate and love by narrative’ (p 5). Simply stated, every possible 

feeling, emotion or experience that is present in this world can survive through 

narrative, whether personal or social. Through telling stories we create a storied world 

‘in which we can represent ourselves against a backdrop of cultural expectations about a 

typical course of action; our identities as social beings emerge as we construct our own 

individual experiences as a way to position ourselves in relation to social and cultural 

expectations’ (Schiffrin 1996, p 170).

7.4 PURPOSE OF RESEARCH:

Research knowledge generated to facilitate the improvement of students’ 

learning is important ‘to develop knowledge about interventions that control a 

phenomenon of interest [original emphasis]’ (Borg & Gall 1989, p 6). Referring to 

research carried out by Walberg (1984), Borg and Gall argue that, although ‘educational 

researchers have discovered many effective interventions for improving students’ 

academic achievement’ (p 7), there is a need to work even more on these interventions 

to increase their effectiveness in different school settings and for a whole variety of 
students. For instance, ‘classroom morale is not an intervention per se, but it is 

potentially manipulatable; that is, interventions probably can be developed to increase 

classroom morale, which in turn should improve student learning’ (Borg & Gall, 1989, 

p 9). Kumar (2005) and Neuman (2006) seem to fill this gap by describing a different 

type of research entitled ‘exploratory research’ which is undertaken with the aim of 

examining possibilities for following a new line of inquiry in order to test certain 

assumptions or to undertake a new, more extensive form of research. Exploratory 

research is specifically targeted at a new area that has not yet been researched and ‘the 

researcher’s goal is to formulate more precise questions that future research can answer’ 

(Neuman 2006, p 33). Instead of focusing on a specific theory or research question, 

exploratory researchers ‘frequently use qualitative techniques for gathering data’ (p 34).

Descriptive research is said to have several similarities with exploratory research 

and it highlights ‘specific details of a situation, social setting, or relationship’ (Neuman 

2006, p 35). Borg and Gall (1989) suggest that ‘the descriptive function of research is 

heavily dependent upon instnamentation for measurement and observation’ (p 5) and
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has resulted in important scientific discoveries and innovations like the ‘discovery of 

stars and stellar events.’ Such research attempts to present specific descriptions of a 

programme, phenomenon, social/community situation, or some attimdes or relationships 

(Kumar 2005, Neuman 2006).

Explanatory research is said ‘to identify the reason something occurs’ (Neuman 

2006, p 35). In order to ‘clarify why and how there is a relationship between two 

aspects of a situation or phenomenon’ (Kumar 2005, p 10), such as why some students 

learn more than others and how the entire learning experience can be improved, 

exploratory research is necessary (Walberg 1984). Borg and Gall (1989) suggest that 

explanatory research is the most important because it encompasses the rest, thus ‘if 

researchers are able to explain a set of phenomena, it means that they can describe, 

predict, and control the phenomena with a high level of certainty and accuracy’ (p 9).

These different types of research knowledge are essential to an understanding of 

the issues confronting schools. However, there is another, very significant approach 

which is crucial for an understanding of the nature and development of education, 

namely the historical approach. Simon (1973) has argued that a ‘study of the historical 

fonnation of educational instimtions, administration, subject-matter, teaching methods, 

is relevant for all concerned with the effective development of education. More 

generally, historical research can assist towards an understanding of current ideas and 

practices which often remain unexamined even while they daily shape developments in 

schools and universities’ (p 122).

The present study can be classified as both explanatory and correlational. It is 

explanatory since it encompasses description and exploration of the concept of 

leadership (Neuman 2006), in order to explain and examine how this concept is 

understood by school leaders. It further attempts to explain the attitudes of school 

leaders towards their roles as leaders and their understanding of concepts such as ethics, 

authority and freedom. It is correlational in the sense that I have explained the 

relationships between principals’ past lives and experiences with their current practices, 

concepts of democracy/authority, pastoral care/academic teaching and the importance of 

achieving a balance between the practice of these by school leaders. I have also 

explored links between the role of the principal in balancing the ideas of authority/ 

freedom in dealing with people in the school and the enhancement of pastoral-academic 

teaching.
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7.5 SAMPLING AND PARTICIPANTS
Since my research questions were guided by my own experiences and were 

focused on discovering certain truths about the lives and work of Irish post-primary 

school principals, I studied different ways through which I could obtain these narratives. 

At the beginning I planned to use both face-to-face interviews with present day Irish 

principals and auto/biographical studies of past principals. However, I soon realised that 

the auto/biographies available were mostly of school leaders who have been extensively 

researched (e.g. A. S. Neill) and were seen as prominent figures in their field. Although 

a very interesting endeavour, it did not appeal to me as a researcher since I felt a 

personal involvement would be missing. By contrast, I felt I would be able to achieve 

this in face-to-face interviews.

Gaining access was not easy since, although involved in the field of education 

for several years, I was not familiar with the Irish system of education and did not know 

people in the education sector. I did, however, manage to get in touch with the Director 

of the National Association of Principals and Deputy Principals (NAPD) and he 

introduced me to a group of principals from the Republic of Ireland. As earlier 

mentioned, I sent out letters and e-mails to a hundred and fifty-two school principals 
requesting them to participate in this research. I managed to interview thrity. Twenty- 

one were face-to-face interviews and the remaining nine were e-mail ‘interviews’ since 

these principals did not have the time to meet, but agreed to respond to the interview 

questions via e-mail. The main shortcoming in getting these e-mail responses was that I 

was not able to ask ‘follow up’ questions that would be normal in a face-to-face 

interview, thus they were not included in my final analysis.

I selected Irish post-primary school principals as my sample. However, it is 

important to clarify that this was a convenience sample, since I was unable to interview 

an equal number of principals from the different school sectors and the number of 

respondents who agreed to meet for interviews was quite small in comparison to the 

number of letters and e-mails sent out. Each respondent was requested to complete a 

short form containing biographical details about her/himself and the school where 

she/he worked. A copy of the form and summary of details obtained have been 

tabulated and presented in Appendices: A and B; however, I present a breakdown of 

different factors identified in appendix B dealing with principals’ demographic details, 

below (Table 7.1);
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BREAKDOWN BY GENDER:
GENDER NUMBER OF 

RESPONDENTS
Male 16
Female 5

BREAKDOWN BY AGE:
AGE MALE FEMALE
30 - 39 years 1 -

40 - 49 years 4 2
50 - 59 years 9 3
60 years and above 2 -

The youngest participating principal was 34 years old and the oldest were 60 (all male). 

BREAKDOWN BY NUMBER OF YEARS AS PRINCIPAL:
YEARS AS PRINCIPALS MALE FEMALE
I - 5 years 6 1
6-10 years 6 3
11 years and above 4 1
The most inexperienced principals were 2 who had been principals for only a year. The most experienced 
principal had been in this profession for 22 years.

BREAKDOWN BY NUMBER OF YEARS WITH PRESENT SCHOOL:
YEARS WITH PRESENT 
SCHOOL

MALE FEMALE

1 - 5 years 3 1
6-10 years 3 2
11-15 years 1 2
16-20 years 1 -

21 years and above 8 -

BREAKDOWN BY HIGHEST DEGREE ATTAINED:
DEGREE ATTAINED MALE FEMALE
BA 3 -

MA 11 4
PliD (on going) 1 1
PhD 1 -

BREAKDOWN BY OTHER ACADEMIC COURSES UNDERTAKEN:
ACADEMIC COURSES MALE FEMALE
Diploma courses 7 2
Degree in theology 1 -

PR 1 -

Various diplomas 1 -

BREAKDOWN BY NATIONALITY:
NATIONALITY MALE FEMALE
Irish 15 5
Any other 1 (Irish + American) -

BREAKDOWN BY TYPES OF SCHOOLS:
TYPE OF SCHOOL TOTAL NUMBERS
Voluntary secondary (fee paying) 4
Voluntary secondary (non-fee paying) 11
Comprehensive schools 3
Community Colleges 3
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7.6 DATA COLLECTION TECHNIQUES IN QUALITATIVE RESEARCH
Before deciding on the appropriate methods for collecting data for my research 

it was important to focus on what Creswell (2007) refers to as ‘the data collection 

circle’ (p 118). The data collection process is in fact a sequence of interconnected 

activities that are all geared towards obtaining relevant and rich information in order to 

answer research questions. Creswell (2007) says the following things are extremely 

important while planning and conducting a piece of research: knowing the target 

population (i.e. the people, places and events to be studied); gaining access to the 

participants to develop an understanding of the participants; developing a strategy for 

purposeful sampling of individuals or places to be studied; deciding on the most 

appropriate and suitable data collection approach(es). As data can generally be collected 

from more than one source; deciding on and developing some appropriate fomi[s] of 

collecting and recording the data; anticipating, and preparing for, any ‘field issues’ that 

might come up during the data collection process; and, finally, the qualitative researcher 

needs to decide where to store the collected data, keeping it safe, yet easily accessible 

(Creswell 2007, pp 118-119). Data for stories can be obtained through recording and 

taking notes of incidents in the namral setting of the storytelling process, extracting 

stories by inteiwiewing people and obtaining stories via the internet (Czarniawska 

2004). For this research it was important for me to obtain first-hand responses from the 

participants and conducting interviews seemed to be the best alternative. In these 

recorded interviews I concentrated on the reflective/biographical narratives offered by 

the principals.

7.6.1 Interviews:

There are several ways of acquiring qualitative data. Unlike positivist 

researchers who search for underlying and unchanging truths, qualitative social 

researchers usually collect information through observ'ation and by talking and listening 

to participants. The infomiation sought is not something that can be put down in 

numbers. Rather, it focuses on the feelings, ideas and philosophies of the people who 

are being researched. In such researches researchers’ personalities and ideas impact on 

the research in ways that can ‘bolster a social or political agenda or give voice to those 

who have been silenced’ (Rubin & Rublin 2005, p 25). But, in order to get strong and 

honest responses from the respondents interviews should not be ‘formal, questionnaire- 

oriented encounters’ (Eisner 1998, p 183). The interviewer should aim at putting the

194



respondent at ease in order to obtain information that is both appropriate to the research 

and also to allow the respondent(s) to share views without feeling inhibited. Thus, in 

some ways, ‘a good interview ... [may feel like] a good conversation ... [while focusing 

on] concrete examples and feelings rather than on abstract speculations’ (Eisner 1998, p 

183). Hennanowicz (2002) refers to the role of the interviewer as being one that 

involves seeking answers through a careful, yet systematic, eliciting of responses and 

notes that ‘one gets there [i.e. to the answers] through a series of routes—a series of 

probes’ (p 485). Other than this, he also encourages openness on the part of the 

interviewer and suggests that ‘respondents are able to detect openness on the part of the 

interviewer,’ with the result that if he/she drops ‘his or her detached reserve, they 

themselves [i.e. the interviewees] will be more likely to talk openly, to delve into detail 

and to convey meaning’ (p 493).

Ellis and Berger (2003) argue that ‘many researchers, particularly feminists, 

have debunked the myth of value-free scientific inquiry, calling for researchers to 

acknowledge their personal, political, and professional interests. Instead of insisting on 

a rigid separation of researcher and respondent, they have constmed the interview as an 

active relationship occurring in a context permeated by issues of power, emotionality, 

and interpersonal process’ (p 469). Yanow (2006) further suggests that interpretive 

researchers view ‘social realities and human knowledge of them as created by human 

actors through our actions and interactions. We are not and cannot be outside of them’ 

(p 75). Ellis and Berger (2003) contend that including the researcher’s self in interviews 

can result in a deeper and richer narrative and, consequently, they offer four categories 

to reflect on in considering the variations in the quality of stories written by researchers. 

Reflexive dyadic interviews are conversational and allow a sharing of personal 

experiences between the interviewer and respondent. The interactive interview allows 

greater interaction between researcher and participant, rather than just focusing on 

reflection, hi the mediated co-constincted narrative the researcher interviews two 

participants and acts as a mediator. The participants are encouraged to discuss a certain 

issue in such a way as to highlight each individual’s perspective. Finally, they suggest 

that unmediated co-constructed narratives focus entirely on the researchers as they 

collectively examine their own relationships, without interference from an external 

researcher. In this case, research participants write their individual stories and then later 

attempt to present them jointly with an agreed interpretation (Ellis & Berger 2003).
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Responsive interviewing is considered a suitable approach for gaining depth in 

interviews. It develops a temporary, yet meaningful, relationship between the 

interviewer and the interviewee. The interviewer is more a facilitator than figure of 

authority and can change parts of the interview if required (Rubin & Rubin 2005). The 

reflexive interview (Denzin 2001b) observes ‘brings people together’ (p 24). He argues 

against the interview as simply a means of mirroring the external world or revealing the 

inner life of the participant. Rather, it is a narrative device used by people willing to 

share their life stories. And it is in this sense, during the story-telling process, that ‘teller 

and listener, performer and audience, share the goal of participating in an experience 

which reveals their shared same-ness’ (p 25).

For the purposes of this study I felt that both responsive and reflexive 

interviewing techniques might be suitable, since they could allow me to learn about the 

thoughts and experiences of the principals. The principals had particular experiences 

that were unique but, at the same time, had similarities due to the shared responsibilities 

and expectations of their roles. Through the use of responsive interviews I collected 

different narratives, examples, stories, histories, perspectives and detailed pictures from 

the principals about their roles as leaders and about the concepts of ethics, authority, 

freedom and the holistic development of students. Reflexivity allowed the principals to 

share their life stories in ways that also allowed shared understandings to develop 

between them and me as researcher. I found that, due to my educational background, 

most principals found it easy to relate their life stories and experiences without any 

obvious inhibitions. This made it easier for me to obtain data, draw meaning out of it 

and obtain answers for the research questions. Toma (2000) notes that the relationship 

between a researcher and his/Iier subject is, in fact, a partnership. In such a subjective 

relationship there cannot be ‘a series of detached observations about subjects by 

intentionally uninvolved researchers. Instead, subjective qualitative researchers 

consciously avoid such barriers between themselves and their subjects’ (p 177). Cuba 

and Lincoln (1994) propose that the nature of qualitative research is such that the close 

link between the researcher and respondent is of the utmost importance.

Toma (2000) further states that when approaching his topics of study, preparing 

to meet the people who will provide him with the relevant data, he does so ‘with an eye 

to getting close’ (p 178). He further argues that there is no right or wrong way and if an 

individual researcher feels secure in following the subjective approach then, such a 

‘choice reflects a core understanding about how the world works’ (p 178) for him/her.
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As a social constructionist I would not have been true to my own beliefs had I followed 

an objective approach in interviewing the participants in my study. Referring to his 

study of American college football and its significance to the sponsors and the people 

associated with the institutions involved, Toma (2000) contends that ‘the most 

meaningful findings and interpretations resulted from really getting to know the people 

[involved]’ (p 179). A subjective researcher, Toma says, takes away ‘new information 

and new ways to conceptualise these phenomena’ (p 180) through his/her research.

According to Kvale (1996) ‘interviews are particularly suited for studying 

people’s understanding of the meanings in their lived world, describing their 

experiences and self-understanding, and clarifying and elaborating their own 

perspective on their lived world’ (p 105). This blends well with the social 

constructionist framework used in this study and which focused on the principals’ past 

experiences, influenced both by their environments and interactions with others around 

them. This research was a study of principals’ understandings of the meanings of 

leadership. Participants were asked to describe their experiences and elaborate their own 

perspectives. For these reasons semi-structured, responsive and reflexive interviews 

were thought to be appropriate and were carried out using a digital voice recorder to 

achieve the best possible quality of recording. All the principals agreed to the recording 

of interviews.
The following themes emerged through a review of existing literature on school 

principalship;

Inspirational aspects of their lives that led them to this profession 

Relationships with teachers in the school 

Leadership challenges faced by principals 

Preference for authority or democracy or both

Preference for academic enhancement of students or their pastoral care 

and holistic development

Connection between schools and their communities 

Level of autonomy and support groups that principals have/or not have

Thus, in keeping with these themes I designed my interview questions to cover these 

ideas and ‘obtain descriptions of the life-world of the interviewee with respect to 

interpreting the meaning of the described phenomena’ (Kvale 1996, pp 5-6). Semi- 

structured questions were set up to allow both a focus and a certain level of freedom to
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the research participants. The semi-structured nature of the interviews allowed me to 

plan some follow-up questions to encourage greater depth and involvement in the 

responses given by the participating principals. The following Table 7.2 presents the 

interview questions while linking them to the above mentioned themes;

Themes Interview questions
1 Inspirational aspects of 

their lives that led them to 
this profession

Q I. What motivated you to enter the academic sector?
Q 2. Do you think that your previous teaching 
experience helped you in becoming a better principal?

2 Relationships with
teachers in the school

Q 3. During all your years of working as principal how 
have you found the teachers, in general? Have they 
been receptive to your policies and have you found any 
difference in the responses of the senior and junior 
faculty members, to your policies?
Q 4. Do you readily delegate responsibilities amongst 
the teaching staff or do you find it difficult?

3 Leadership challenges
faced by principals

Q 5. What leadership challenges (both internal and 
external) has your job as principal presented you with?

4 Preference for authority 
or democracy or both

Q 10. Given a choice what would you select: 
Democracy in Education or the use of Authority in 
Education? And how has democracy/authority worked 
for you in your school?
Q 11. Do you think that by creating a balance between 
the two there will be greater advantages to be gained?
Q 12. Do you feel that your role as principal has had to 
change from one of allowing ample freedom to a more 
directive one, or vice-versa?
Q 14 Would it be fair to say that you don’t mind being 
lenient and friendly with your students by allowing 
them ample freedom to practice their imagination; but 
that you would not hesitate to reprimand where 
boundaries are crossed?

5 Preference for academic 
enhancement of students 
or their pastoral care and 
holistic development

Q 15 In your school, which aspect of school life is 
given more significance: Academic or Pastoral?
Q 16 How important do you think academics are in 
ensuring a stable future for your students?
Q 17 And how important is pastoral care in ensuring a 
stable future for your young wards?

6 Connection between
schools and their
communities

Q 18 Do you feel that there has to be a greater 
connection between the school and the communities 
that the children come from? If yes then why?

7 Level of autonomy and 
support groups that
principals have/or not 
have

Q 21. Do you have the autonomy to choose what is best 
for your institution or you feel it is all controlled by 
outside forces? (hiring of teachers, curriculum etc.)
Q 22 Do you have support groups where you, as a 
principal, can go for guidance or help?
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7.7 TRANSCRIBING INTERVIEWS:
After the interview process is over, the next step is making a transcript of the 

oral discourse in written/typed form. This progression is considered ‘an initial analytic 

process’ (Kvale and Brinkmann 2009, p 180). It can be a long and, at times, stressful 

process but a very fulfilling one. In this particular case, it gave me a chance not just to 

listen to what was said but also to be able to draw out and highlight the relevant details 

that helped me in the final analysis. Transcribing the interviews turned out to be a very 

helpful exercise, since I was able to re-engage with the participants in such a way that I 

could just focus on the words and the manner in which they had been uttered rather than 

be distracted by the physical surroundings of the rooms.

Transcribing the recordings I made specific notes that I had missed in my note

taking during the interviews. I highlighted all the pauses and the moments when the 

participants laughed at questions or even after having responded to questions. A short 

pause (less than 10 seconds) was shown with the use of an ellipsis and after a longer 

pause (more than 10 seconds) I wrote ‘long pause’ in brackets. In most cases the pauses 

seemed to show the reflective approach that most of the questions encouraged in the 

participants. After each transcription, to check the reliability of the typed conversation, I 

went back and listened to the recording while reading the transcript to check for any 

inconsistencies and typing errors. Finally, after a lapse of six months, as I started 

writing the final narratives, I listened to the interviews a third time to make sure that I 

had grasped the essence of the principals’ responses.

Kvale and Brinkmann (2009) suggest that ‘ascertaining the validity of the 

interview transcripts is more intricate than assuring their reliability’ (p 185). However, 

they argue that, to ensure validity of the transcript, it is important that the researcher 

understands the type of transcription that would be useful for her/his purposes. Thus, 

where ‘verbatim descriptions are necessary for linguistic analyses’ it is important to 

adopt a more literary style in order to ‘facilitate communication of the meaning of the 

subject’s stories to readers’ (p 186). I adopted this, since my focus was on the 

narratives and how they reflected the individuals behind those narratives. Focusing on 

the interview as a narrative is said to ‘make the interview transcripts better reading, 

given that the original interview is deliberately created in a story form’ (p 193). I did, 

however, include the pauses, repetitions and laughter that emerged during the interviews 

as they are thought to be ‘relevant for psychological interpretations of, for example, 

level of anxiety or the meaning of denials’ (p 186).
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7.8 THE STRUCTURE OF THE INTERVIEW PROCESS IN THIS RESEARCH:
Before going into the field I discussed my interview questions with my 

supervisor and got his approval. Next I met with the head of the NAPD to discuss my 

questions with him and also to request his help in gaining access. Pilot interviews were 

conducted before the main study. Three principals were requested to meet me for these 

initial interviews. On the basis of these interviews I made some changes. However, 

these changes were minor, with the exception of the last question which I added because 

all three principals felt that I should look into the support services available for 

principals. After the pilot tests, e-mails were sent to principals requesting them to meet 

me at times of their convenience so I could give them some information about my work 

before they decided whether or not to meet me for the interview.

One hundred and fifty-two principals were sent e-mails and letters during the 

course of one year. Twenty-one principals agreed to meet me for face-to-face 

interviews, nine agreed to send me on-line responses, twenty-five sent their regrets at 

not having the time to meet me or being unable to do so for any one of several other 

reasons and the remaining principals did not respond to my request. Participation was 

voluntary and the principals were guaranteed confidentiality. Covering letters were sent 
to the participating principals requesting them to participate in the study by agreeing to 

be interviewed. The letter also gave some basic information about the research and the 

ideas that would be explored during the interview. Two reference letters were included, 

one from my supervisor and the other from the head of the NAPD, showing support for 

my research. 1 also included a copy of my C.V. to inform the principals about my 

background in the field of education. This proved to be very helpful in developing my 

in-depth interviews into reflexive/responsive in-depth interviews.

Sixty-five principals were approached during the month of April (2010). Only 

seven agreed to meet me before and during the Irish school examination period (April- 

June). The remaining ten interviews were scheduled for later (August-October). Two of 

the 17 principals were unable to meet me for face-to-face interviews but agreed to 

respond to e-mail questions. On receiving their responses I resent some questions asking 

them to elaborate on what they had previously said. They replied with the required 

responses. In October a further 87 principals were contacted and, as a result, six more 

agreed to meet me for face-to-face interviews and a further eight agreed to send 

responses via e-mail. The day, time and place for the interview were always decided by 

the principals.

200



The interviews were recorded and relevant notes concerning the physical 

conditions of the schools and the responses of the principals were made during the 

course of the interviews. At the end of each interview the principals were asked to 

comment on the questions that were asked and if they wanted to add anything more to 

the accounts already shared. Some principals gave me tours of their schools after the 

interviews and that was noted. On leaving each meeting with a principal, important 

notes were written down to keep a record. I also recorded my initial feelings about each 

interview in particular and the entire experience in general. Finally, I made notes of any 

new concepts or ideas that surfaced during each interview to see if they could be used in 

future interviews.

7.9 DATA ANALYSIS

Watling (2002) refers to data analysis as ‘the elusive process by which you hope 

you can turn your raw data into nuggets of pure gold’ (p 262). It is a process that, 

according to Denzin and Lincoln (1998), leads the bricoleur, as they call the researcher, 

to produce ‘a bricolage, a complex, dense, reflexive collage-like creation that represents 

the researcher’s images, understandings, and interpretations of the world or 

phenomenon under analysis’ (p 4). Watling (2002) suggests that there are certain key 

stages that help us understand the ways ‘in which analysis might be located throughout 

a qualitative research project’ (pp 266-267) instead of leaving it as the final step in the 

research process. He classifies the stages by distinguishing between those at which data 

are identified and defined, collected and stored, reduced and sampled, structured and 

coded (i.e. the period in which building and testing of theory takes place) and, the 

reporting and writing of the research. However, he presents these stages as a guide and 

not as a system to be followed exactly.

Using constructionism as the basis for understanding the responses offered by 

the principals, I looked towards the means of acquiring knowledge and information as 

to how my research participants constructed meanings out of their experiences of, and 

interaction with, other people and from certain incidents in their lives. I selected semi- 

stmctured, in-depth, reflexive, responsive interviews that gave me the ‘space’ in which 

to develop the interview questions. After my data collection, the next step was to 

interpret the data in the light of what I had written about the theoretical perspectives and 

philosophical orientations of my research in an attempt to draw out the symbols and 

meanings in the narratives. The interpretation and analysis of the data led me to work
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with the collected material ‘organising it, breaking it into manageable units, 

synthesizing it, searching for patterns, discovering what is important and what is to be 

learned, and deciding what you will tell others’ (Bogdan & Biklen 1992, p 145).

According to Kvale and Brinkmann (2009) ‘the analysis of an interview is 

interspersed between the initial story told by the interviewee to the researcher and the 

final story told by the researcher to an audience’ (p 193). Thus, I focused on the ways 

my participants interpreted their ‘worlds’ and the processes through which they have 

reached the philosophies of their lives and work, philosophies which they then applied 

as principals. I also considered the significance of external influences, both past and 

present, in forming them as individuals and the ways in which those experiences may 

have influenced their dealings with people around them. I examined their views about 

the major areas of my research (ethics, authority, freedom and pastoral-academic 

education) and, finally, their views as to what could, or should, be done differently so 

their schools might bring greater benefit to their communities.

The main challenge came after the interviews had been conducted and the data 

transcribed, because the analysis not only required a systematic categorisation of the 

data, but also an examination and clear interpretation, in order to communicate the 

finished narrative to others as effectively as possible. Patton (1990) contends that it is 

the analytic intellect of the researcher that is responsible for the clarity and applicability 

of the research findings. Such dependence on the human element, the researcher, can be 

the greatest strength and the greatest weakness of the research, both at the same time. 

Patton (1990) further suggests that this puts great responsibility on the researcher to 

present honestly the methods and procedures employed, to allow others to evaluate the 

credibility of the researcher and the findings of his/her research easily. Similarly, Eisner 

(1998) highlights the importance of the researcher’s role in developing a meaningful 

narrative from the collected data. ‘Information becomes [original emphasis] data only if 

a researcher is able to make it meaningful’ (p 185). Through the use of imagination the 

researcher will be able to help create more clarity, since ‘it is imagination that gives the 

world nameable categories that package what might otherwise be unexperienced or 

chaotic’ (p 185).

In order to analyse the data collected through the interviews I transcribed and 

examined closely the narratives obtained from each. Since I had used semi-structured 

interviews that are said to bring us ‘closer than many other methods to an intimate 

understanding of people and their social worlds’ (Hermanowicz 2002, p 480), there
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were recurrent themes in all the transcripts, making it easy for me to classify them under 

various headings. Through a careful, thematic study and a clear focus on the language 

used by the respondents I managed to draw out relevant meanings, both from individual 

interviewees with their unique pasts and as joint narratives belonging to a group of 

individuals experiencing similar work situations.

Once the data have been collected, it is the responsibility of the researcher to 

present them correctly and coherently. Rubin and Rubin (2005) say that ‘analysis entails 

classifying, comparing, weighing, and combining material from the interviews to extract 

the meanings and implications, to reveal patterns, or to stitch together descriptions of 

events into a coherent narrative’ (p 201). Such analysis should result in clear and 

informed reports that highlight the ideas of the participant as reflected in the course of 

the interview. The final result is a combination of the analysis based on the data 

presented by the participants, and the researchers’ interpretations of the collected data. 

As mentioned in the previous chapter, my study was designed as a narrative inquiry, in 

which narrative is both the phenomenon to be investigated and the method of inquiry 

(Connelly & Clandinin 2006). Thus, I chose a narrative approach for an analysis of the 

data obtained through interviews, with an understanding that working through this 

approach ‘may even make the interview transcripts better reading, given that the 

original interview is deliberately created in a story form’ (Kvale & Brinkmann 2009, p 

193). I further analysed the data thematically on the basis of the themes obtained 

through the vignettes of the principals stories presented in Chapter Eight.

7.9.1 Narrative Analysis:

Polkinghome (1995) refers to “'nairative configuration [original emphasis]’ as 

‘the process by which happenings are drawn together and integrated into a temporally 

organized whole’ (p 5). By this, he means the different events happening at different 

times are brought together as one organised piece through a narrative process. My main 

purpose in conducting interviews with post-primary school principals was to gain an 

insight into their working lives and to explore their life stories through the personal 

narratives that they were willing to share with me. Since I was working with their life 

stories simply as they were presented, narrative analysis seemed to be the best technique 

to use. Polkinghome (1995) refers to narrative as story ‘where events and actions are 

drawn together into an organized whole by means of a plot’ (p 7). He goes on to suggest 

that these stories ‘are concerned with human attempts to progress to a solution.
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clarification, or unravelling of an incomplete situation’ and then through a narrative 

structure which he refers to as plot, ‘they understand and describe the relationship 

among the events and choices of their lives’ (p 7). Griffin (1992) also suggests that 

‘narrative is both a rhetorical fonn and a generic, logical fomi of explanation that 

merges theorized description of an event with its explanation’ (p 474). Its analysis 

‘focuses on the stories told during an interview and works out their stmctures and plots’ 

(Kvale & Brinkmann 2009, p 222). Such a focus can, at its best, lead to ‘reconstruction’ 

of the various anecdotes and tales told by different participants into ‘a richer, more 

condensed and coherent story than the scattered stories of single interviews’ (p 222).

It is sometimes assumed that it is easier to work with numbers than with actual 

life experiences and tliat ‘we are more at ease in the artificial and (wo)man-made world 

of statistics than in the more natural world of language and words’ (Franzosi 1998, p 

518). Polkinghome (1995) offers three basic forms of research data. People may give 

short answers (concerning what might be called demographic details). Alternatively, 

they may respond in a numerical format (such as choosing a number on a Likert scale, 
used ‘to measure direction [by saying “agree/disagree”] and intensity [by indicating 

“strongly” or not] of attitude’ [Albaum 1997, p 332] on a topic). Finally, replies can 

come in a nanative fomiat (giving a detailed paragraph(s) on reasons for their choice). 

He acknowledges that although qualitative research can use all three fonns of data ‘it is 

primarily characterized by its use of data in nanative fomi’ (p 6). Thus, it seemed 

appropriate for the purpose of this research that I use narrative analysis since it was not 

just about how the principals remembered their experiences and related them to me, but, 

also, and more importantly, how those experiences on the part of and resultant actions 

by the principals impacted on their schools’ cultures and the people around them. For 

the respondent the interview or conversation can allow her/him to re-evaluate her/his 

own experiences and consequent actions. The participating principals also responded 

and reacted to different questions in different ways, these individual responses and 

reactions were duly interpreted and analysed to gain greater insight into the lives of the 

respondents (Riessman 1993) and have been highlighted in the results chapter.

I analysed data obtained from the participating principals through different 

modes of narrative analysis, following the classification presented by Polkinghome 

(1995). Building on the explanation of the ‘paradigmatic and narrative cognition’ 

offered by Bniner (1985, 1986), Polkinghome (1995) distinguishes between the terms 

‘analysis of narratives’ and ‘narrative analysis’. Paradigmatic analysis of narrative
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examines ‘the data to identify particulars as instances of general notions or concepts’ 

and seeks to ‘locate common themes or conceptual manifestations among the stories 

collected as data’ (Polkinghome 1995, p 13). Thus, the researcher attempts to uncover 

common attributes from within these individual stories. These stories, according to 

Etherington (2004) provide us with ‘a representation of an individual’s reality, based on 

the idea that stories hold the raw material of inquiry’ (p 81). She refers to these 

narratives as ‘the starting point rather than the end point of the analysis - the data ratlier 

than the product’ (p 81). On the other hand, Polkinghome (1995) suggests that 

‘narrative analysis is actually a synthesizing of the data rather than a separation of it into 

its constituent parts’ (p 15). Narrative analysis thus attempts ‘to answer how and why a 

particular outcome came about’ (Polkinghome 1995, p 19). In other words, the stories 

presented below establish the social realities of the narrators and narrative analysis 

‘does not seek to find similarities across stories, and is not interested in conceptual 

themes, but instead values the messiness, depth and texture of lived experience’ 
(Etherington 2004, p 81).

However, the narrative approach, like any other form of qualitative analysis, can 

be said to have its limitations. ‘Frosh (2007) criticized “narrativism” from a 

psychoanalytic perspective, arguing that not all aspects of human experience fit neatly 

into more or less coherent narratives, for human subjects are not just integrated through 

narratives, but also fragmented’ (cited in: Kvale & Brinkmann 2009, p 225). Thus, my 

intention was not to study the principals in isolation (as a psychoanalyst might) but as 

social beings. And as interaction and story-telling are essential aspects of social life 

(what would ‘social’ even mean without them?) so my research/analysis had to be 

narrative and discursive.

Like Etherington (2004) I have analysed stories of the participating principals on 

the basis of the two different approaches offered by Polkinghome (1995). I analysed the 

narratives for the knowledge and information they represented (the analysis of 

narratives) and I also studied them as complete portrayals of the lives and experiences 

of the principals (narrative analysis). To make this meaningful for others I have 

presented vignettes of individual principals ‘to introduce [them], foreshadow events and 

analyses to come, highlight particular findings, or summarize a particular theme or issue 

in analysis and interpretation’ (Ely et al. 1997, p 70), I have analysed themes that were 

common and distinct to all the participants and, finally, I have highlighted certain

205



responses that seemed to be the direct outcomes of external expectations and influences 

(by the DES, boards of management etc).

7.9.2 Thematic Analysis

Polkinghome (1995) distinguishes between the temis ‘analysis of narratives’ 

(thematic analysis) and ‘narrative analysis’ (stories/vignettes). Thus following this 

framework, I first carried out ‘a synthesizing of the data rather than a separation of it 

into its constituent parts’ (p 15) and created vignettes to give a holistic picture of the 

principals’ narratives. The second step was to examine ‘the data to identify particulars 

as instances of general notions or concepts ... [and] locate common themes or 

conceptual manifestations among the stories collected as data’ (Polkinghome 1995, p 

13). During the first reading of the transcripts, while simultaneously listening to the 

interview recordings, I identified any significant details that I might have missed during 

the transcription process (e.g. pauses, sense of humour, intemiptions, unanswered 

questions) and recurrent themes that emerged due to the semi-structured nature of my 
interviews in which I had already outlined areas that I wanted to investigate (Kvale & 

Brinkmann 2009) allowing ‘respondents to express themselves at length, but offers 

enough shape to prevent aimless rambling’ (Coleman & Briggs 2002, p 149). Writing 

vignettes as ‘narrative investigations that carry within them an interpretation of the 

person, experience, or situation that the writer describes’ (Ely, Vinz, Downing & Anzul 

1997, p 70) I had further opportunity to identify sub-themes that became points of 

reference for each individual question. Data were labelled, sorted and manually selected 

according to the different interview questions. Principals’ responses to questions with 

similar themes and related points of reference were filed separately both on the 

computer and in paper folders.

7.10 TRUSTWORTHINESS AND AUTHENTICITY VERSUS VALIDITY AND 

RELIABILITY:
The sample of my study, although small, generated data rich in meaning and 

depth, since the semi-stmctured questions I asked during the interviews were informed 

by my personal experiences. I realise that generalisability is not possible in such a study 

in a strictly statistical sense (Walford 2001). However, qualitative studies can have an 

impact on their readers by allowing them to make informed decisions concerning the 

applicability of the results to their own situations. This, according to Walford (2001),
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can be achieved by providing ‘thick descriptions’ resulting in ‘transferability’ (p 15). In 

order to ensure rich data it is vital that the researcher prepares his/her data collection 

method well in advance and carefully considers what sort of role the respondent will be 

expected to play.

Validity and reliability are terms that are often used to refer to the 

trustworthiness of a research inquiry. According to Bryman (2008) ‘reliability is 

concerned with the question of whether the results of a study are repeatable’ (p 31). 

This term, he suggests, is used more frequently to examine the consistency of the 

measures adopted for certain concepts in the social sciences such as poverty, racial 

prejudice, deskilling, religious orthodoxy etc. He further contends that, although the 

quantitative researcher is more likely to focus on the stability of a measure, the 

qualitative researcher does, in some degree, consider the importance of validity and 

reliability for qualitative research. He links the idea of reliability to replicability where, 

‘researchers choose to replicate the findings of others’ (p 32). This is often attempted ‘in 

relation to the issue of whether a finding is reproducible at other times and by other 

researchers’ (Kvale & Brinkmann 2009, p 245). Bryman labels validity ‘the most 

important criterion of research’ (2008, p 32). He further suggests that it deals with the 

‘integrity of the conclusions that are generated from a piece of research’ (p 32). This 

can be done by focusing on ‘the tnith, the correctness, and the strength of a statement’ 

(Kvale & Brinkmann 2009, p 246). Gibbs (2007) highlights the difference between the 

concepts of validity and reliability in qualitative research by suggesting that in thinking 

about qualitative validity the researcher looks for accurate findings by using certain 

measures whereas, in thinking about qualitative reliability the researcher shows 

consistency in his/her approach by working on different pieces of research and projects.

Denzin and Lincoln (2005) suggest that in presenting their findings, qualitative 

researchers should replace the usual ‘positivist criteria of internal and external validity, 

reliability and objectivity’ by concepts of‘credibility, transferability, dependability, and 

confimiability’ (p 21). Cuba and Lincoln (1994) and Lincoln and Cuba (1985, 2000) 

also argue that it is important to establish alternatives, other than reliability and validity, 

for assessing the quality of qualitative research. They propose two basic criteria: 

trustworthiness and authenticity. These they develop as equivalent alternatives to those 

used in quantitative research. Lincoln and Guba (1985) further subdivide 

trustworthiness into four categories: credibility, transferability, dependability and 

confinuability (pp 294-301).
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The present study uses the concepts of ‘trustworthiness and authenticity’ as 

presented by Lincoln and Cuba (2000). These tenns can seem to mean the same as 

validity and reliability but the concepts of trustworthiness and authenticity may carry 

more depth of significance for qualitative research. Before collecting and analysing the 

data for my research I had to establish links with the interviewees and obtain their trust 

through a careful explanation of my motives. It is important, while trying to obtain the 

trust of participants, to be authentic and honest about the reasons for the research. If, for 

some reason, participants feel that they are not being dealt with properly they might 

offer answers that lack authenticity and truth, or not offer the best possible answers. As 

an outsider, I also made sure that I was familiar with the Irish education system and the 

second level school system in Ireland before approaching the principals with my 

questions. As a researcher I was aware of the importance of knowing the context in 

which I was working and I was also aware of the expectation that the participating 

principals might have of me as a researcher. I assumed it would be important to them 

that I was familiar with the territory I was exploring.

Walford (2001) highlights the problems that can emerge before and during 

interviews. Overall, as he says, writing reflexively: ‘researchers (including myself) 

construct these veiy strange and artificial situations called “interviews”, and we often 

use the results of these situations as the core of our writing’ (p 89). He refers to 

interviews as strange and artificial because of the uncertainty about their validity. There 

are so many factors that have to be taken into account before the final interview takes 

place; ‘the time of day or year, the weather and external events have all been shown to 

have an effect, as have the appearance, gender, ethnicity, clothing, accent, tone and 

other variables associated directly with the interviewer’ (Walford 2001, p 89). He 

highlights some other issues that can affect the reliability of the data obtained from 

these interviews. For instance, interview responses are time specific and produced for a 

particular occasion. Interviewees always have subjective perceptions of their past and 

current experiences and they may offer incomplete knowledge due to unwillingness to 

share or faulty memory. Finally, there may be a chance of lying by the interviewees if 

they feel that revealing the truth might harm their reputations in some way (Walford 

2001).

Although there are issues such as these to deal with, before and during the 

process of interviewing, Walford (2001) still thinks that conducting interviews can 

provide important data. We obtain a certain amount of information from the interviewee
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that will be used in the final narrative and this, we hope, will prove of value. He further 

contends that ‘the effects of the problems of intei'views are likely to be related to the 

nature of the topics under consideration’ (p 96). He feels that, in spite of all these 

problems, conducting interviews can prove advantageous, since they help generate a lot 

of data relatively quickly, allow people to express their views about various issues in a 

short period of time, gives the interviewer a chance to ask specific questions that could 

not otherwise be asked (this is most obviously true of the immediate ‘follow-up’ 

question or questions about very intimate topics) and, finally, interviews draw 

immediate rewards in the satisfaction experienced by the interviewer in completing 
each.

7.11 TRUSTWORTHINESS AND AUTHENTICITY WITHIN THIS 

RESEARCH:
Morse et al. (2002) show concern as to strategies used for evaluation ‘that lie 

outside core research procedures’ since, such processes can result in ‘a deemphasis on 

strategies built into each phase of the research strategies that can act as a self-correcting 

mechanism to ensure the quality of the project’ (p 14). They argue that by trying to 

establish trustworthiness towards the end of the study instead of ‘focusing on processes 

of verification during the study, the investigator runs the risk of missing serious threats 

to the reliability and validity until it is too late to correct them’ (p 14). However, 

referring to research conducted by Wolcott (1994), Morse et al. (2002) suggest that 

‘[n]ow, there is often no distinction between procedures that detemiine validity in the 

course of inquiry and those that provide research outcomes with such credentials’ (p 

15). They further argue that such strategies ‘must be built into the qualitative research 

process’ to ensure rigour, or trustworthiness (Morse et al. 2002, p 17).

Morse et al. (2002) contend that the reliability and validity of an evolving study 

is detemiined by verification strategies resulting from ‘the researcher’s creativity, 

sensitivity, flexibility and skill’ (p 17). It is the ‘responsiveness’ of the researcher(s) 

concerned, that ‘influences the outcome’ of the research. If she/he/they ‘remain[s] open, 

use[s] sensitivity, creativity and insight, and ... [remains] willing to relinquish any ideas 

that are poorly supported’ (pp 17-18) then the research will be worthwhile. They further 

claim that ‘verification is the process of checking, confimiing, making sure, and being 

certain’ (p 17) and such mechanisms, they argue, ‘incrementally contribute to ensuring
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reliability and validity and, thus, the rigor of a study’ (p 17). They offer the following 

five verification strategies (p 18).

• Methodological coherence: ‘to ensure congruence between the research question 

and the components of the method’ (p 18). For me it was important to have a 

systematic approach to continuity throughout my research. Having decided on 

my research questions it was then a matter of situating my research on the basis 

of those questions in the most appropriate philosophical framework. I then 

decided on the most suitable methods to employ for my purposes. Changes in 

my research questions did emerge as my study progressed, however, they were 

changes that did not affect the philosophical foundations of, or the methods 

employed, during my research.

• Sample must be appropriate: ‘consisting of participants who best represent or 

have knowledge of the research topic’ (p 18). My focus, as already mentioned, 

was Irish second-level school principals and they were the best people to 

respond to my research questions since my questions revolved around their 

lives, work, experiences, influences and incidents.

• Collecting and analysing data concurrently: ‘forms a mutual interaction between 

what is known and what one needs to know’ (p 18). Making notes and writing 

down my thoughts after each inter\dew gave me a chance to review the 

interview questions; it also gave me more confidence to approach the next 

participant with further issues to discuss and all of this contributed to the 

richness of the data obtained.

• Thinking theoretically: ‘Ideas emerging from data are reconfirmed in new data; 

this gives rise to new ideas that, in turn, must be verified in data already 

collected’ (p 18). It was during the phase of interviewing principals that I started 

going back to the secondary literature to see if I could find corroborative 

material to support the emerging data. In certain cases, by going back I managed 

to come up with new ideas to explore that added further depth to my research.

• Theory development: ‘to move with deliberation between a micro perspective of 

the data and a macro conceptual/theoretical understanding’ (p 18). Coming from 

an inductive stance I knew that I was not going to follow a specific theoretical 

framework. Rather, I was moving towards developing a theory through my 

research process.
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Ultimately, Morse et al. (2002) claim that ‘all of these verification strategies 

incrementally and interactively contribute to and build reliability and validity, thus 

ensuring rigor’ (p 19). I believe I have satisfied this test.

Polkinghome (1995) suggests six guidelines for narrative analysis which I 

present here, along with notes on certain similarities between some of the concepts of 

trustworthiness and authenticity (Lincoln and Cuba 1985, 2000).

• ‘In generating the story, the researcher needs to attend to the contextual features 

that give specific meanings to events so that their contributions to the plot can be 

understood’ (Polkinghome 1995, p 16 [references hereafter in this section are to 

Polkinghome, unless otherwise specified]). I felt it was vital to be fully aware of 

the context from which my research participants came and so I read relevant 

documents and literature that equipped me for the interviews. This knowledge 

not only prepared me and made me more confident about conducting these 

interviews; it also gave me a greater understanding of the narratives.

• ‘In gathering and configuring the data into a story, the researcher also needs to 

attend to the embodied nature of the protagonist ... [because] people’s emotional 

responses to events and others are not merely cognitive but also bodily’ (p 17). 

While conducting interviews I was always conscious not only of what was said, 

but also the manner in which these stories were narrated. Several times during 

narration different principals mentioned incidents that reflected their emotional 

responses to various incidents which, in turn, had impacts on their decisions and 

actions. These have been discussed at length during the analysis and discussion.

• ‘In developing the story’s setting, the researcher needs to be mindful not only of 

the general cultural environment and the person as embodied, but also of the 

importance of significant other people affecting the actions and goals of the 

protagonist’ (p 17). This is similar to what Lincoln and Cuba (2000) refer to as 

the ‘educative’ aspect of achieving authenticity. They consider this an important 

criterion in determining the level of awareness that research participants have 

about the people around them and those with whom they come into contact. 

While focusing on the principals, I included questions about the people with 

whom they worked and how those relationships and interactions impacted on the 

principals’ decisions. The principals’ responses to these questions reflected their 

personal qualities and the ways they dealt with the pressures of dealing with a 

whole range of people and their issues.
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‘The story is about the central character and movement toward an outcome. The 

researcher needs to concentrate on the choices and actions of this central person 

... Attention to the imier stniggles, emotional states, and valuing of the 

protagonist provides important data’ (p 17). Lincoln and Cuba (2000) refer to 

this as ‘fairness’. By ensuring that the research participants are given freedom to 

voice their perspectives, claims and concerns a sort of authenticity is achieved. 

My main focus was on the school principals and their nan'atives. The decisions 

they made, why they made those decisions, their reflections on those decisions 

and on their outcomes, all led to an enrichment of the data and, I have tried 

fairly, or in an authentic way, to reflect this in what I write below.

‘In constaicting the story, the researcher needs to consider the historical 

continuity of the characters. People are historical beings retaining as part of 

themselves their previous experiences. Past experiences manifest themselves in 

the present as habits and are partially available through recollection’ (p 17). This 

can be linked to what Lincoln and Cuba (2000) refer to as ‘ontological 

authenticity’ which is a standard for determining a raised level of consciousness 

and awareness by individual research participants of the reality of their situation. 

It was important in my research that I understand the principals’ past influences. 

Thus, questions about what inspired them to join the teaching profession and 

what led them to becoming principals allowed some to talk about parental 

influence and, in other cases, about inspirational teachers whom they had 

known.

‘The outcome of a narrative analysis is the generation of a story. A story 

requires a bounded temporal period; that is, it needs a beginning, middle, and 

end. ... The researcher should present the characters with enough detail that they 

appear as unique individuals in a particular situation’ (p 17). This is similar to 

what Lincoln and Cuba (1985) refer to as ‘transferability’ where the researcher 

might not be able to specify the external validity of an inquiry but, by providing 

a thick description, can draw some interested party to make a transfer or reach a 

conclusion about whether a transfer can be made. In the final narratives, 

resulting from the analysis of the stories shared by the participating principals, I 

try to maintain the individuality of the principals and the richness of their stories 

while also analysing what was common.
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• ‘The final guideline forjudging the adequacy of a narrative analysis is whether it 

makes the generation of the researched occurrence plausible and 

understandable’. It is important for the researcher ‘to provide a storyline or plot 

that serves to configure or compose the disparate data elements into meaningful 

explanation of the protagonist’s responses and actions’ (p 18). This also reflects 

the idea of ‘transferability’ found in Lincoln and Cuba (1985). As mentioned 

above, I have tried to create final narratives that are captivating and easy to 

understand, while maintaining the originality of the principals’ responses.

Therefore, validity and reliability or what Lincoln and Cuba (1985, 2000) refer 

to as ‘taistworthiness and authenticity’ seem to be achievable criteria if the researcher 

exhibits an understanding of the participants’ contextual background, and their cultural, 

social, personal and professional infomiation; and to be able to share these in honest, 

coherent, creative narratives that contribute to the understanding of the readers. I can 

perhaps do no better than reiterate what Morse et al. (2002) claim when they say that: 

‘the researcher’s creativity, sensitivity, flexibility and skill’ make for the work’s 

trustworthiness (p 17). As earlier mentioned, my research is unique because the focus 

was on principals and their separate experiences and observations, and the best that I, as 

a qualitative researcher, could do was bring their narratives to light using the most 

suitable means available, thereby highlighting their distinct experiences and 

perspectives. But can what I say be trusted? Lincoln and Cuba (1985) discuss the idea 

of taistworthiness and ask ‘how can an inquirer persuade his or her audience that the 

research findings of an inquiry are woah paying attention to?’ (p 290). In answer to this, 

perhaps as much as I can say is that I feel I have systematically developed this study by 

basing it on my conceptual research model. Focusing on key themes, I scrutinised the 

existing literature surrounding these themes and managed to identify certain gaps that 

needed further study. Both my conceptual model and existing literature helped me build 

up the research questions and those, consequently, led to the interview questions and the 

analysis. I have thus been through a process which suggests I am entitled to expect to be 

trusted. What I have written is a construct, but it is not a false or fantastical one.

7.12 ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS:
Informed consent is usually thought to be paramount in any research, but 

perhaps all the more so where interviews are concerned, as interviews are essentially
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intimate in nature and rely on trust. Kvale and Brinkmann (2009) suggest that ‘informed 

consent entails informing the research participants about the overall puipose of the 

investigation and the main features of the design, as well as of any possible risks and 

benefits from participation in the research project’ (p 70). This means obtaining ‘the 

voluntary participation of the people involved’ (p 70). The covering letter clearly stated 

my reasons for interviewing them without stating the questions that were to be asked. 

The participants were given an assurance of anonymity and I met them at times and 

places of their choice. Before answering any questions most of the principals showed an 

interest in my reasons for exploring these ideas in my research. An explanation was 

essential, since it helped build some level of trust and understanding with the principals. 

Generally, it is important for respondents to understand that the research being 

conducted has significance for the researcher. Such a connection can make for more 

openness and the building of trust between researcher and participants. Walford (2001) 

also suggests that ‘being positive about the research that you wish to conduct, and being 

able to show the benefits that could be obtained from being involved in the research, 

does not involve lying’ (p 48). Thus, keeping the truth from research participants is 

probably never advised, or not in this kind of work at least, although the same may not 

be so elsewhere, for example in medical trials of ‘placebo’ substances.

The principals interviewed were requested to participate and no pressure was 

imposed on them. They were also given assurances that I would maintain their 

confidentiality throughout the research process and in the final narratives. For this 

purpose, I have given them pseudonyms, while the names of their schools, specific 

references to the areas in which these schools were situated and names of any local 

bodies that were mentioned have all been kept out of the final narratives. In cases when 

they refused to answer certain questions they were not coerced into answering. Such 

steps ‘offer sound initial guidance for enabling researchers to protect participants from 

harm, aiming to preserve their well-being and dignity’ (King & Horrocks 2010, p 108).

Although these are obvious questions to consider when carrying out research, 

any piece of research can become even more difficult if the political, ideological or 

religious views of the interviewer and respondent are in opposition to each other and 

this may be a point less often considered. To this end, Walford (2001) asks ‘to what 

extent is it right to allow others to believe that you agree with them?’ (p 136). The fact 

that during an interview an interviewer does not challenge anything that a respondent 

says may leave the interviewee believing that the researcher was in agreement. For
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Walford, not disputing interviewees’ views was a highly frustrating experience but one 

that left him with some very meaningful data that could not have surfaced had he 

intervened and put a stop to what the interviewee was willing to share.

Fontana and Frey (2008), writing about the interview process, argue that ‘it is 

inextricably and unavoidably historically, politically, and contextually bound. This 

boundedness refutes the whole tradition of the interview of gathering objective data to 

be used neutrally for scientific purposes’ (p 115). As an outsider to the Republic of 

Ireland and its schools, I, too, could have felt the fmstration that Walford refers to, but I 

was fully prepared to accept and listen to what the principals had to say. Frustrations 

can surface in situations where one is involved unwillingly and people often react 

aggressively if their ideologies are threatened. But an interviewer conducting a piece of 

qualitative research should not normally go in to an interview with rigid, preconceived 

notions of what to expect. Far less should interviewers feel threatened if interviewees do 

not respond as expected. Coming from a completely different social, cultural and 

religious background I was fully aware of what to expect when I interviewed the 

participating principals, most of whom were heads of Catholic schools. The reason why 

their accounts did not threaten me was because ‘I knew my place’ in that process and 

where the narratives were ‘coming from’. It would have been unreasonable on my part 

to have expected anything different.

7.13 SUMMARY:
This chapter has looked at the research design employed in this study, especially 

the importance of qualitative research in developing narratives obtained from life stories 

shared by the participating principals. It is a direct consequence of the previous chapter, 

where the philosophical foundations of my research were discussed. I have considered 

how the principals whom I interviewed worked using a constructionist framework. 

Utilising the concepts of interaction, interpretation and intervention as part of their past 

and present experiences and how, as a reflexive, narrative researcher, I managed to 

interpret their life stories after interviewing them. The interviewing process allowed the 

participating principals to share their experiences with me and, consequently, those 

stories provided me with material from which to construct the final narratives.
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SECTION 4 - CHAPTER 8

VIGNETTES AND THEIR ANALYSIS
/ STILL REMEMBER THE TIME I WAS GROWING UP... 

ANALYSIS OF VIGNETTES DEVELOPED FROM NARRATIVES OF IRISH 

SECOND-LEVEL PRINCIPALS’ EXPERIENCES HIGHLIGHTING THEIR
LEADERSHIP STYLES

The principal’s office is the adult realm of the school, driven by seriousness, 
responsibility, and predictability, following — or intending to follow standard 
procedures. Life and spontaneity and personal relations do exist here — we are 
dealing with humans after all — hut the guiding rationale behind the entire 
space is one of accountability and responsibility to and from adults 
(Rousmaniere 2009, p 17).

8.1 INTRODUCTION:
For Dewey (1938) ‘experience does not occur in a vacuum’ (p 40) and I found 

that creating vignettes from the varied experiences of Irish second-level principals was 

not an easy task. Vignettes are considered to be ‘narrative investigations that carry 

within them an interpretation of the person, experience, or situation that the writer 

describes’ (Ely, Vinz, Downing & Anzul 1997, p 70). However, writing these vignettes 

in ways that readers would not only find appealing, but also uplifting was harder than 1 

had envisaged. As a narrative educational biographer I have tried to bring to light parts 

of my own experiences and, at the same time, explore the lives of my research 

participants, while focusing on theoretical concepts such as narrative and the self This 

process was a very personal journey for me, both because of my own connection to the 

field of education and because of my desire to learn from the experiences of others in 

the field. I was guided by the principle that, ‘a narrative text does not simply represent 

subjectivity to readers or viewers; more importantly, it also signifies their subjectivity 

/or them’ [original emphasis] (Cohan & Shires 1988, p 149).

Maurois (1986) suggests that ‘the biographer, like the portrait painter and the 

landscape painter, must pick out the essential qualities in the whole subject which he 

[sic] is contemplating. By such a choice, if he can make the choice without weakening 

the whole, he is very precisely performing the artist’s function’ (p 7). Thus, in this 

chapter, 1 have created and presented vignettes from the principals’ narratives in a way
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intended to ensure that readers remain interested in these stories, while understanding 

the issues of self and identity revealed through them. Identity is said to refer to both the 

ideas of personal and social identities. While personal identity distinguishes a person as 

unique and individual, social identity establishes similarities with other people. Betts, et 

al (nd) say: ‘the word self ... is used to distinguish a person’s sense of his or her own 

uniqueness or individuality. A sense of self is built up when people reflect on their 

personal history and construct a biography of how they came to be the people that they 

are’ (p 8). This is what I have attempted to reveal through these vignettes, while also 

answering my first research question.

Jenkins (1996) argues that identity is about how we answer the question ‘how do 

we know who we are, and how do others identify us?’ (p 3). In answering this question, 

he suggests that identity highlights ways of establishing similarities and differences 

between persons or things. He further refers to ‘all human identities’ as ‘social 

identities’ (p 4). Social identity adds to ‘our understanding of who we are and of who 

other people are and, reciprocally, other people’s understanding of themselves and 

others (which includes us)’ (p 5). Thus, we tend to interact with different people while 

being conscious of their different identities and it is an important aspect of social life 

that we constmet different meanings on the basis of these interactions. It is, therefore, 

understood that since social identity assumes both an individual and a collective fonn, 

so social life cannot take shape and exist without social identity (Jenkins 1996). He 

further argues that ‘the individually unique and the collectively shared can be 

understood as similar (if not exactly the same) in important respects; that each is 

routinely related to - or, better perhaps, entangled with - the other; that the processes by 

which they are produced, reproduced and changed are analogous; and that both are 

intrinsically social’ [original emphasis] (p 19). However, because we perceive people in 

certain ways does not mean that they perceive themselves in similar lights. People are 

said to have ‘multiple identities and they may shift from one identity to another 

depending on the situation or context in which they are acting and the roles that they 

take on’ (Betts et al nd, p 7). This interlinking of identity and social life is thus essential, 

since, although ‘individuals are unique and variable, but selfliood is thoroughly socially 

constructed [through] social interaction within which individuals define and redefine 

themselves and others throughout their lives’ (Jenkins 1996, p 20).

For instance, a principal will be conducting the business of running the school 

during the day, will be a member of the board of management during a board meeting
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and will be a mother/father or a wife/husband and a daughter/son and thus take on 

multiple identities. ‘[W]ith every social position there are socially prescribed duties or 

functions to be performed, and rights to be enjoyed’ (Coutu 1951, p 180). It was thus 

that I looked at the performance and behaviour of Irish second-level principals, in the 

light of what is socially expected of them in their roles and identities as school leaders. 

In particular I was interested in how they establish (or do not establish) balance in their 

personal views and ideas (personal identity), and between expectations within the 

school and the expectations of agencies outside the school (social identity).

In my analysis I look at the different leadership styles that emerge under such 

influences as the principals’ personalities, past experiences, current contextual situations 

such as (the location of the school and involvement of the school within the 

community), demands and expectations within the school, external demands and 

expectations from agencies such as the Department of Education and Skills, Boards of 

Management, etc. I have presented my analysis in three different ways: first I have 
written individual vignettes/snippets from the principals’ life stories. In doing this I 

hoped to achieve what Eisner (1997) refers to as ‘artistically crafted narrative[s]’ (p 5). 

In his view, such narratives are important, as ‘facts described literally are unlikely to 

have the power to evoke in the reader what the reader needs to experience to know the 

person[s] someone portrays’ (Eisner 1997, p 8). Thus, in utilising this strategy I have 

attempted to develop ‘a more powerful presentation of data’ (Langer & Furman 2004, 

p 15) and to allow the words to speak for themselves while keeping the spirit of the 

written nanatives as close as 1 possibly could to the spoken narratives of the principals. 

Second, I have carried out a thematic analysis in which different themes emerging from 

responses to the interview questions have been discussed in the light of similarities and 

differences that developed out of the narratives as Ely, Vinz, Downing and Anzul 

(1997) suggest that ‘if themes “reside” anywhere, they reside in our heads from our 

thinking about our data and creating links as we understand them’ (pp 205-206). 

Finally, I have focused on those principals whose responses displayed evidence of a 

prominent intermediary leadership role, which is to say they tried to balance their views 

with internal and external expectations of the school, thus displaying ethical leadership.

I acknowledge the fact that the principals came from diverse backgrounds and 

experiences and as they entered into work in the Irish education system they all faced 

similar expectations. I also acknowledge that the principals worked in different school 

settings in very different localities and communities. However, they were all expected
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to perform in a certain way and fulfil similar demands and expectations imposed by the 

Department of Education and Skills, boards of management etc. Even the most 

authoritarian principals claimed that they relented and encouraged more collaborative 

cultures in their schools. Thus, while assessing the different leadership styles adopted 

by Irish school principals, there seemed to be a sense of their trying to keep their work 

more ‘group-focused’ rather than ‘leader-focused’ (as noted earlier p 84). The vignettes 

that I have presented in the following pages give snapshots of these principals and their 

lives, showing the different leadership styles they embrace while highlighting the 

influence of their personal backgrounds and experiences.

I have attempted to answer the following four research questions:

1. How far do the principals’ past experiences and influences dictate/impact on 

their leadership styles?

2. What are the factors that influence Irish second-level principals in their 

tendencies towards either authority or democracy in dealing with teachers and 

students in their schools?

3. What factors influence Irish second-level principals in attempting to develop a 

balance between the pastoral and academic aspects of school life?

4. Do Irish school principals, in confronting and dealing with both internal and 

external challenges, manage to establish themselves as intemiediaries between 

pupils/teachers and external bodies?

In this chapter I have specifically answered my first research question by writing 

vignettes based on the principals’ narratives, following Polkinghorne’s process of 

‘naiTative configuration’ through which ‘happenings are drawn together and integrated 

into a temporally organized whole’ (1995, p 5). For the sake of clarity I have gi'ouped 

them on the basis of length of experience as principals and analysed each group 

separately for the different leadership style that each principal adopted and the past 

influences and experiences she/he brought to dealing with her/his specific work 

situation. Following this, the first part of chapter nine presents a thematic analysis of the 

principals’ narratives while attempting to answer the remaining three research 

questions. Selecting principals from the different groups in chapter eight, with similar 

leadership styles, I grouped them on the basis of these similarities to further analyse 

their responses. The second part of chapter nine answers the fourth research question
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while highlighting external and internal factors that influence principals’ behaviours and 

responses, specifically focusing on two principals who displayed greatest evidence of 

ethical leadership with a strong focus on the intermediary role.

8.2 RESEARCH QUESTION 1:
Q.l. HOW FAR DO THE PRINCIPALS’ PAST EXPERIENCES AND 

INFLUENCES DICTATE/IMPACT ON THEIR LEADERSHIP STYLES?

8.2.1 VIGNETTES OF PRINCIPALS’ STORIES:
(1-5 years as principals)

CHARLES (Pseudonym)

Age: 53 years

Time as principal; 1 year

Type of school; Co-educational, comprehensive school 

Location; County Dublin
It sounds like a cliche hut mostly teacher-principals do think that they can make 
a difference, you know, in the lives of the students. Maybe 1 'm being idealistic 
hut if you lose that idealism I think you lose that edge that you have...and in my 
position there is no point in becoming a principal if you are losing your 
enthusiasm... for teaching, you know.'’

On meeting Charles, his enthusiasm was clearly evident in the manner in which 

he remembered his journey from the classroom to the principal’s office. He attributed 

his 33 years of teaching to the inspirational influence of a second-level teacher and that 

teacher’s ‘whole approach to teaching and the relationships he had with the students and 

his interest in the subject’. His enthusiasm and love for practical subjects like 

metalwork and engineering rubbed off on Charles and he found that he too had a flair 

and passion for such subjects. Charles loved the time he later spent teaching engineering 

as he got the chance to interact and communicate with his students, to inculcate in them 

the same passion for learning the subject he had experienced. His teaching experience 

and the work he carried out as a year head contributed towards his settling into the role 

of principal, since he had had more opportunities of meeting parents and working with

^ Hereafter, for brevity and convenience, I have refrained from using the ‘sic’ convention in cases of 
contraction, colloquialism and even non-sequitur sentences in the transcribed quotations, reporting the 
principals’ words more or less verbatim and only rarely correcting grammar.
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other year heads, teachers and students directly. Reflecting on his past influences and

his current position as principal, it was evident that his own positive past experiences as

a student influenced his decisions and actions. He claimed that he recreated similar

circumstances for teachers and students in his school by incorporating ‘things like

fairness and equality’ in dealing with people honestly.
If you Ity to run the school without having some ethical values like... that you 
know people would see through it veiy quickly and I think that it would lead to 
an awful lot of resentment. So... you know you need those values, you need some 
guiding light, you know ... to work by. And it should reflect in policies and 
procedures, you know how you want staff to deal with students and .w on.

The same ‘guiding light’ provided to him by his teacher, one that enabled him to 

see his true potential, allowed him to develop an interactive and collaborative approach 

towards working with teachers and students, as he was convinced he could do the same 

for them by recognising their needs and finding ways to help them achieve their goals.

As principal of a school situated in a severely disadvantaged area he not only 

displayed an understanding for differences (in teachers, students, parents etc) but 

thought that he had the insight to recognise issues confronting them and to work 

towards alleviating those problems. Consistency in one’s core values was key for 

Charles. He acknowledged that he came to the post with his ‘own set of personal 

values’ but was also conscious that the teachers in his school all came with their own. 

He strongly believed that ‘[when] you are dealing with people you know it’s not just 

dealing with numbers or something’. However, together, he accepted that he and 

teachers in the school could look after both the students’ pastoral and academic needs.

Charles recognised that he had an immense responsibility in looking after the 

students because ‘there is an awful lot going on in their lives and you have to deal with 

a lot when they come in’. But he was convinced that if children were respected they 

would keep coming back, because they got something from school that they did not get 

from their families or their communities. ‘And that’s why I have a huge respect for 

students who do come in here and cooperate and do their work. You know they want to 

achieve as best as they can for themselves’. He referred to school as ‘a steady influence’ 

for students, ‘a haven where they can feel safe’. Education, for Charles, turned out to be 

a process that focused on students’ holistic development rather than their academic 

development. In looking after the holistic development of students and showing 

appreciation for the work being done by teachers, Charles acknowledged the importance 

of having balance between authority and democracy in the running of schools. ‘I would
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find it hard to see how a school could run totally on democracy or totally on authority.

Because you know kids are going to rebel totally against authority as would teachers’.

Following his own positive experiences of school as a student, Charles

supported initiatives and programmes to encourage students to participate in activities

that allowed their creative talents to surface, thus perhaps giving them the confidence to

focus on academic improvement as well.

And I think you need something like that with children coming from 
disadvantaged backgrounds... that they need more chances to explore their 
creativity rather than the rigid system of academic subjects being thrust on 
them.

As a novice principal, Charles was open to new ideas and displayed a 

willingness to learn how to handle different situations more effectively. The enthusiasm 

and passion for teaching that he acquired and developed through his work with his own 

second-level engineering teacher influenced his approach and work as principal. He 

exhibited different leadership qualities being authoritative, collaborative, practical- 

minded, strategic or facilitative as circumstances required, a fact he revealed in his 

recollections. The strategies and plans he devised and implemented in the school 

highlighted his consideration for the expectations and needs of people within the school 

and external agencies working with the school.

MARTIN (Pseudonym)

Age: 46 years

Time as principal: 1 year

Type of school: co-educational community college 

Location: County Dublin

Constant open communication and listening to people is of utmost importance 
because the day you stop listening and the day you think you hiow it all is the 
day you have lost it... and then you can forget it.

Martin grew up in a family with a history of education and a strong belief that 

‘you are always learning’. His father w'as a school principal and was greatly involved in 

education. It was his father’s love and passion for teaching and working for the 

betterment of students that inspired Martin from a very early age to join the profession. 

‘I hadn’t thought of anything else but teaching and I studied English and history in 

college in the early eighties and it just followed naturally that I would go into teaching’.
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His love for teaching allowed him to immerse himself in his classes with the intention 

of having a positive impact on his students through open communication. So much so, 

that he felt able to claim that having been appointed principal in the school in which he 

had taught for almost 15 years he did not face any particular challenges in dealing with 

students and teachers and believed that ‘open communication’ was key to making them 

feel ‘safe’. He established these links through personal interaction and by providing 

‘affinnation and [...] recognising teachers, even if it’s just small things that show that 

they are noticed because you can just sit there...and like I wouldn’t want anyone to just 

sit there thinking that “Oh he doesn’t see me”. No, no that’s not right’. He said that he 

regretted not being able to teach anymore because of his immense workload, though he 

realised that teaching had not prepared him for his current post, only his eight years as 

deputy principal proved decisive in that respect.

Learning had always been his priority, as a student, as a teacher, as a deputy 

principal and as a principal. Thus, he tried to develop a culture of constant and 

collaborative learning in the school through teamwork and sharing of ideas so teachers 

were aware of what was going on as far as students’ progress was concerned. Teachers 

were expected to be clear about their priorities: ‘each one of them has a mission or kind 

of a vision around them, and that’s what we aspire towards. So that drives it, what I 

drive most I suppose is that they are leaders.. .you know teaching and learning above all 

else is essential, and protecting that... that effective teaching and learning takes place’. 

In order to build up collaborative work Martin has invested hugely in forms of IT that 

made it easier for teachers to track each other’s work and see the progress being made 

by different students or to identify areas of school life that needed more work. He 

expressed the hope that, by keeping students conscious of their own work and progress, 

he and his staff had changed his to ‘a life learning school’.

Because of his strong belief that ‘the family plays a critical role in the 

development of children’ Martin invested considerable time in trying to get parents 

more involved, both through formal parent-teacher meetings and infomial meetings if a 

child was in trouble. He wanted to provide the best possible education for students, 

something he saw as being concerned not only with learning, but ‘the experiences and 

interactions that happen in class and how they are managed’. Martin believed in 

encouraging young people and helping each to achieve her/his apparent potential by 

supporting them. As he put it, ‘if you praise, if you encourage young people they will 

follow’. His was a school with pupils of widely varying abilities and he insisted that if
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he was ever forced to stream the students on grounds of ability he would immediately 

resign. Fair play and justice were key to the kind of education he hoped to impart (or so 

he said), focusing on the holistic development of students rather than their academic 

achievement, thus providing students the opportunities and the autonomy to make 

decisions and feel responsible for those decisions.

For him, students should be the main focus for all those involved in the 

schooling process. The school, in his opinion, did not belong to the principal, it 

belonged to the students. He claimed to see himself as merely the ‘facilitator’ and added 

that it was his job to make pupils feel that ‘they belong and to feel passionate about the 

place’. He did so by focusing on the pastoral care of the students because when ‘that’s 

in place and that’s the bedrock then the academic takes a natural journey after that’ and 

believed that ‘if they feel safe then they will learn, if they feel threatened then they are 

not going to learn. If they feel disrespected they are not going to learn’.

Martin’s leadership style seemed collaborative and facilitative, exhibiting his 

very optimistic and positive approach towards people around him, but with a degree of 

realism that went beyond aspirations or ideas and focused on the value of life-long 

learning and self-improvement. While acknowledging that his teachers were stressed 

and affected by financial constraints he recalled his father’s words; ‘you rise above it’. 

Thus, when teachers or smdents came to him in distress or having faced a personal 

crisis he told them to ‘rise above it and you are a better person for it’.

WILLIAM (Pseudonym)

Age: 56 years

Time as principal; 1 '/2 years

Type of school; All-boys secondary school (fee-paying)

Location: County Dublin

I think yon have much more authority if you are tiying to get teachers to he 
better teachers, if you are (have been) a teacher ...and as good a teacher as you 
can he, you know. I think you have authority there and more credibility there as 
well.

William had never thought he would end up in the teaching profession, let alone 

become a principal. Because of his love for mathematics he always thought that he 

would study architecture, but faced with a choice he realised that architecture would not 

be ‘a natural thing at all’ for him. Although he had not initially planned to go into
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teaching, once he started there was no turning back. ‘I loved teaching...straight away I 

just loved it so I never, I never thought for a minute that I was in the wrong profession’. 

Listening to him speak about mathematics and his love for the subject I could sense why 

he chose to come into teaching, because with so much passion about a subject it seemed 

inevitable that he would want to inculcate and develop the same passion and love for the 

subject in other people. Even as a student he recalled teaching his friends and helping 

any student who needed it.

/ just liked the idea of teaching. I just loved...I loved young people, 1 loved the 
idea that you ’re teaching them something, that you can make progress with 
them, that you can get to know them as human beings.

He also spoke at length about his father, who had been an engineer and had 

loved working with numbers; it was a love that William seemed to have inherited. He 

recalled Sundays spent in his father’s company when they would sometimes work 

together on mathematical puzzles or ‘teasers in the Sunday Times’ but he did not 

attribute his love for teaching to his father. ‘My father was not a great teacher, you 

know he wasn’t good at explaining, and he was impatient [laughed] I am a much more 

patient person than my father, yes my father was short-tempered, he was an impatient 

man’.

William called himself a ‘comedian’ and ‘a bit of an actor’ in a classroom, as he 

believed that teaching and working with young people brought out his ‘good side’; a 

side that he remembered seeing in two of his own teachers who inspired him to take up 

teaching. Remembering his time as a student he thought that there were some very 

ordinary and mediocre teachers but there were two who were extremely inspiring. The 

teacher who taught him Greek used such innovative and inspirational methods of 

teaching that he challenged his students not only to learn, but also to enjoy what they 

learned. His maths teacher also did extraordinary work by making learning fim through 

innovative activities. ‘He taught in a modem style, he didn’t use any of the systems of 

punishments or anything of that sort, it was all excitement and you all worked really 

hard for him’.

He taught mathematics for 33 years before becoming a principal. It was not that 

he did not want to become principal but his circumstances did not allow him to try. He 

became an author of mathematics books, which allowed him to work on something that 

he loved and to share it with a wider audience. However, when he finally decided to 

apply for a principalship he experienced something that he called ‘that strange
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path...the path of being rejected elsewhere’. He pursued his ambition and applied for 

six or seven jobs before he was finally appointed to his current post. The two years he 
spent as transition year^ co-ordinator in his previous school proved extremely helpful in 

preparing him for the job of principal, as did his teaching experience, which gave him 

added confidence to go into different classes. He felt accepted and respected both by 

teachers and students and attributed this to the fact that he was ‘a... role model 

for...[his] teachers and... students’.

His personal experience as a teacher seemed to govern his every decision in his 

current position. And it was this background, he assumed, that was most appreciated by 

teachers and students in his school. However, the word ‘I’ was used frequently and he 

revealed his style of leadership as being one that was focused more on his ideas and 

plans for the school rather than what the staff thought about them. He claimed that he 

did not face any difficulties settling into his new role even while introducing new ideas. 

He displayed his authority emphatically as, even at his very first staff meeting as 

principal, he had managed to obtain a unanimous agreement to a certain decision he had 

made for the school.

William encouraged people to collaborate and work together in trying to 

improve their teaching techniques by sharing and visiting each other’s classrooms. Even 

as principal, he realised it was extremely important to get to ‘know each person 

individually, because you are in a much better position if you know them as a human 

being and get on with them and therefore you have the authority to ask them for things 

and thank them for it’. Remembering his own time as a teacher, he recalled the 

expectations he had of senior management in the school in providing recognition for the 

hard work he was doing and how, if those expectations were not met, he was left 

troubled and frustrated. He thus tried his utmost to provide timely and considered 

assessments of the work being done by teachers, by thanking them both generally and 

individually. He also displayed his appreciation for teachers who exhibited care and 

concern for their students, rather than shouting and punishing them.

Although William displayed a more authoritative leadership style than some 

others interviewed, he referred to both authoritarian and democratic systems as 

artificial. He claimed that he disliked authoritarianism but said he ‘would definitely 

speak with authority’. His leadership style seemed to be a result of the confidence he 

had gained from his teaching experience and the positive feedback he had had during

An innovative and specifically Irish practice tliat allows pupils a ‘cooling off period of exploratory 
leaniing between two ‘cycles’ of academic study.
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that experience. He exhibited immense confidence in his ability to lead people in the 

school to adopt systems that he believed would prove beneficial. His extremely positive 

past experiences, both at home and at school, encouraged him to pursue his talents and 

to practise them in his own unique way.

MARK (Pseudonym)

Age: 43 years

Time as principal: 2 years

Type of school: All-boys secondary school

Location: County Dublin

I would say that... no matter what their ability, all the students who are under 
our care, we have to look after them, M>e have a duty’ to care and all that, hut we 
must bring the best out of them because 1 often say that the streets will bring the 
worst out of them.

Raised in a family of 12 children Mark believed that his always being around 

young people while growing up was an extremely enjoyable experience and one that 

helped him, in his current position, to deal with issues that students presented in his 

school, which was located in a severely disadvantaged area. He recalled his own school 

days and the respect he had for his teachers whom he thought had been ‘fantastic’. He 

referred positively to: ‘the way they used to teach’ and insisted that they were ‘very 

good role models’. From his own secondary school days he wanted to be a teacher and 

nothing else. His mother was a primary school teacher and although she tried to 

dissuade him from taking up teaching as a profession, wanting him to get into a more 

lucrative profession, like accountancy or law, Mark had made up his mind about what 

he wanted to do, displaying his passion and love for teaching: ‘I never wanted to do 

anything else. I never really considered any other career’. He went on to say:

/ suppose I liked to connect...! was always sporting, I was always involved with 
other young people, I liked to connect with young people, I liked to work with 
them and I think that... knowledge is a great thing. I think the most important 
person in a young person 's life apart from their parents is their teacher.

He claimed that his love for teaching and a keen understanding of the students in 

his school, and the kind of problems they brought with them, allowed him to help other 

teachers better understand the students’ circumstances and deal with them more
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effectively. This he attempted to do by looking at ways of helping the children achieve 

confidence in themselves and providing them a sense that there was someone they could 

turn to. T would see ourselves as the family that some of them never had’. He said that 

he made sure the students felt cared for and understood when they came to school. ‘We 

are...we are giving pastoral care by proxy because as I say families can’t do it.’ For 

him, education involved establishing strong connections with students, through; 

‘reasonableness’, ‘relationship building’ and a good ‘rapport’. He added that ‘teaching 

is a mission, it is a vocation’ and he insisted that it should never be about teaching a 

subject but always about teaching individuals. ‘Like some teachers teach subjects and 

not children and that’s where we have a problem’. He was sure that students would 

always identify the good teachers as the ones who displayed care and concern, by 

paying attention and listening to them.

Mark also recalled his own time as a teacher and claimed that there was a 

negative culture prevalent in Irish schools at that time, so that ‘very senior teachers 

wouldn’t interact with the junior teachers’. His own approach clearly indicated the 

opposite of that culture. By contrast, he promoted a collaborative atmosphere that 

encouraged participation from all the teachers. Understanding that the students whom 

he taught came from families who did not have high expectations of themselves and that 

consequently, the children themselves did not have high expectations, Mark realised 

that teachers in his school had their work cut out for them. However, the positive 

attitudes he had encountered from his parents and teachers enabled him to believe that 

anything could be done for the students if one got down to it. This belief led him to 

encourage his teachers to adopt innovative and relevant teaching methods that, in his 

estimation, would best suit the pupils’ needs. Going to great lengths to facilitate 

learning for their students, the teachers in his school even rewrote certain prescribed 

text books, to make it easier for students to follow the curriculum. Like Charles, Mark 

also displayed an understanding of the backgrounds that students came from and how, 

as a school, it was important to provide for the holistic development of students and not 

only their intellectual and academic development. He spoke of his plans for installing a 

massive kitchen to encourage boys to get involved in cooking, both as a creative 

endeavour and also because, Mark claimed, some of them never got the chance to have 

home-cooked meals.

Providing such chances to the students was a priority for Mark although he 

claimed that that had not been the culture in the school before he became principal, ‘like
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there used to be a...like I won’t say...but a hidden curriculum here that certain students 

were to be moved on quickly. Just send them off...we don’t want them’. He 

acknowledged that there was a culture of shirking responsibility by trying to move such 

children out of the school, and he believed that he had managed to bring about a change 

by inculcating empathy in teachers for their students, of the sort he had experienced 

from his teachers. ‘So my vision is that we care for them, we look after them. ...And 

that works with a lot of them but then you know some teachers might not agree with 

that all the time’.

While sharing his views about democracy and the use of authority Mark recalled 

how, as a teacher, he disliked it when somebody came in and told him what to do. ‘As a 

teacher I knew what I had to do and I did it and I thought I did it well enough and I 

didn’t like people to come in and tell me that [I had to] do this, this and this in this 

way’. However, he went on to stress that in his experience not all teachers were like that 

and certain people needed more help and guidance, but ‘the delicacy is to try and get 

them to understand that you are not... imposing [anything on them]’. His strategy had 

always been ‘to build on consensus and not antagonise’. His approach thus seemed to be 

more diplomatic than democratic. Unlike the previous principal of the school, who, 

Mark thought, was a wonderful person but extremely ‘laissez-faire’ in not keeping any 

checks on the work being done by teachers, Mark liked to be on top of things and if he 

found that work was not being done as it was supposed to be he would step in and 

provide guidance. In other words, he depicted himself as making a very subtle use of his 

authority without letting the other person feel that he was imposing his authority. ‘I 

think you have to...like there is a human side to this...there has to be. It’s not a factory; 

it’s not the corporate world’.

Mark displayed a very facilitative and collaborative leadership style, while 

maintaining his authority through a provision of supervision and instruction. He 

presented a keen understanding of the various issues confronting the school and an 

equal awareness of both internal and external challenges that he had to deal with as 

principal; trying to maintain a balanced approach while making decisions for the school 

and in his dealings with students and teachers.
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BRIAN (Pseudonym)

Age: 34 years

Time as principal: 2 years

Type of school: Co-educational secondary school

Location: County Dublin

It is a vety lonely place to be ...ultimately you’re in this office and you’re 
alone...not isolated but certainly when you need support you have to ask for it, 
you know.

The youngest of the principals whom I interviewed, Brian spoke of his love for 

teaching and said that the idea of entering teaching was the greatest motivation to study 

that he had in secondary school, especially since he had some very good teachers. ‘I was 

lucky in that I was always very focused in my senior years in secondary school in terms 

of wanting to teach and training specifically as a teacher’. The experience of teaching 

practice ‘absolutely enthused and motivated’ him. He started teaching by working in a 

community college for four years after which he was seconded for three years, working 

as a post-primary diocesan advisor (an inspector for religious education in schools).

He joined his current school as a teacher in 2004, however, only a year later 

Brian experienced a need to work on something more challenging. He found that the 

repetitive classroom routine was not providing him any inner satisfaction and 

‘classroom instruction was becoming very stale for me’. He got the chance to be 

involved in administrative work as the school’s Director of Studies in 2005 while still 

continuing with half his teaching load. After three years in that post he had the 

opportunity to apply for the post of acting principal in the school as the then principal 

went on secondment. Brian was appointed acting principal in 2009, but he stressed that 

once the principal returned it would not be practical for him to go back to teaching. 

Instead, he would look for a principalship elsewhere. ‘Even though, you know, staying 

on would be an option for me, I think it wouldn’t be...from a career point of view a 

viable option for me’. He admitted that his conception of management was very 

different from what he had experienced in practice. Expecting to go in and make 

decisions, manage people, set expectations for people and have them work with him 

turned out to be misconceptions. And he further added:

We have a system here of hero leadership where you are to be eveiything to 
everyone and by and large not appreciated for it, you know. Which is where the 
idea of support needs to come in and support us...like we talk about pastoral 
care for the students ...it’s pastoral care for principals because it has a hugely 
serious impact on your personal life and on personal relationships.
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Brian’s approach towards his role as school leader seemed greatly influenced by 

his age and relative lack of experience. He mentioned losing friendships after being 

appointed principal, but believed that ‘you could not possibly expect to have friends on 

a staff that... you would be principal in. I would think that by not having friends is the 

best way to sustain yourself in temis of that transparent objective position that one must 

keep as a principal’. He accepted that there was a great advantage in his being a teacher 

before becoming a principal saying: ‘you had been working with them [students] as a 

teacher, so you can really understand them, they understand you and so you are not just 

a point of reference in terms of being a scary principal, you know’. His experience was 

thus equivocal as he thought that there had been a rift between himself and other 

teachers after he became principal but his relationships with students were strengthened.

He claimed to have found great resistance within the school to the idea of 

change and responded by making the changes he wanted to implement ‘transparent’ and 

by attempting to ‘persevere’. His approach to adverse reactions by teachers was ‘to slow 
things down and to talk about them’ although he found this pace quite frustrating. Brian 

also recalled that part of the difficulty he faced in trying to manage the staff was that his 

predecessor encouraged more independence, whereas he expected teachers to consult 

him before taking any steps. ‘I’d be clearer about expectations and responsibilities and 

performance...and that has absolutely created friction for me, with staff. However, he 

considered it to be a ‘good fight’ since it was for the good of the students and the 

school.

His enthusiasm and the desire to provide assistance when it was needed allowed 

him to work more collaboratively with teachers and students as he believed that 

‘ultimately being a principal is about people’. Thus, in such matters as dealing with 

troubled parents, listening to issues presented by students concerning their examinations 

or trying to deal diplomatically with a teacher who was not working the way he thought 

should be the case, Brian acknowledged he was always tackling challenges.

He considered schools to be ‘collective groups whereby professionals work on a 

hierarchical system’ and rejected the idea about schools being democracies. For him, 

‘whilst you might talk the talk of equality and shared responsibility...the realities are 

very different’ and he never hesitated in making this known to the staff who, he 

acknowledged, were not very happy with this appraoch. He strongly believed that 

certain individuals in the school should have more responsibility than others because 

sharing responsibility equally would result in: ‘fifty leaders in one room’. However,
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Brian believed in ‘sensitively or not sensitively’ reminding the teachers that they were

‘absolutely answerable’ to him as a manager and the board of management above him.

Thus, when he started as principal he was very authoritarian in his approach, probably

because he was younger than most of the teachers in the school and tried to cover his

inexperience and youth with a strict demeanour, ‘so I was very clear about what I

wanted to achieve and I’d say that I was like that for about a day, and I realised that

actually this approach is not going to work’.

My principle, if you like, in terms of understanding the hierarchy and what my 
responsibilities were as the CEO [i.e. Chief Executive Officer] of the 
organisation, they’ haven’t changed. But the manner in which I would achieve 
the same thing has... and I am still learning about that.

He was more comfortable in calling the entire process ‘consultative rather than

democratic’, although his style of leadership exhibited a more authoritarian than

collaborative tone. Referring to the ethos of the school and the belief in its being a

community of equals in the school he suggested teachers misunderstood and

consequently misused the idea of equality.
At a staff meeting it would have been incumbent on me to say that ‘No, we are 
not ’. We are a professional group of people and whilst we are all equal human 
beings, and absolutely we are, we have rights and entitlements, we have not got 
an equal distribution of responsibility and authority. And I wouldn 7 make an 
apology for that.

ABIGAIL (Pseudonym)

Age: 54 years

Time as principal; 4 years

Type of school: All-girls secondary school

Location; County Dublin

You know you don’t want to keep control but you don’t also...like have 
somebody just go and do their own thing without really bothering to ask. ...Like 
in my heart I am doing what I see is my vision and that’s making sure that 
eveiybody gets a chance and not just the two people who are talking, you know.

Abigail remembered two people from her family as significant influences in her 

life; her grandfather who had been a teacher and a principal, and her father who had 

been a teacher. But she did not mention any specific inspirational guidance that she 

might have got from them. Even initially when I asked about what led her to this 

profession, her first response was ‘I suppose.. .hard to know why I became a teacher’.
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Considering herself to be a ‘people person’, and because of her personal 

inclination towards teaching, she decided to do her teaching diploma and got a job in a 

private all-girls school. Her experiences there were not very positive in the sense that 

she realised that there was not much room for personal development as she was not 

allowed to get involved in matters pertaining to the broader life of the school, such as 

the timetable. She recalled that she was nearly ‘ostracised by the rest of the staff for 

wanting to be involved voluntarily’ in helping to organise the timetable. Her experience 

of working in the private school seemed to have paved the way for her to be the type of 

principal she eventually became and the timetable ended up becoming the most 

important issue to tackle in her current school, something she referred to fifteen times 

during the course of the interview.

Before becoming a principal in her present school she worked in different 

middle-management positions in a community school in which, within a year of joining, 

she had been given a special duties’ post and of which, two or three years later, she was 

made assistant principal. She found this a very liberating experience because she was in 

a position to get involved in the management and general running of the school. ‘So just 

that there were opportunities there to be involved if you wanted to be, and if you didn’t 

want to be it wasn’t a problem do you know.. .it wasn’t seniority like it is here [referring 

to her present school]’.

Her personal motivation to develop herself professionally led Abigail to doing a 

Diploma in Management which then led her to a Master’s in Management. In addition, 

she also did a second Master’s in IT, dealing with the technical side of computers and 

networking. Her involvement with the group Leadership Development for Schools gave 

her a ‘huge insight into the role of principal and deputy principal’.
Abigail found that her experience of working in a DEIS^ school prepared her to 

a great degree to understand students’ perspectives far better than if she had worked 

only in a private school with fewer problems. This experience allowed her to have 

greater insight into and understanding of the students and the backgrounds they came 

from.

The skills that we learnt as teachers in a DEIS school of dealing with conflict, of 
dealing with...you know...ve)y agitated children helped we here in that... you 
have a much more...a greater understanding of the problems the children are 
coming with because it’s...you know it’s considered such a good school you just 
assume that evetyone’s background is delightful and that’s not the case.

® Schools that are part of the Department of Education and Skills’ School Support Programme, under the 
Delivering Equality of Opportunity in Schools action plan, are referred to as DEIS schools.
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The biggest challenge Abigail faced after becoming principal was taking back 

certain powers from two teachers who had been given the authority to make the 

timetable but by whom, she claimed, that authority was being abused. She realised that 

most of the teachers on the staff needed support and encouragement. T worked a lot 

with them to make them feel good and valued and wanted. Because they hadn’t felt 

good and valued and wanted...there was a lot of middle group who had been given 

power from the previous domain, and I was trying to rectify that by wanting these to 

step up and give them an opportunity to do something’. She was willing to face the 

anger of her teachers rather than have petty resentments and jealousies growing within 

the staff because one teacher favoured another when devising the timetable.

Her own style of leadership seemed to have evolved out of her initial negative 

experiences as a teacher when she was not allowed to participate in decision-making for 

the school. The memory of that caused her to distribute responsibilities amongst 

teachers. In other words, she allowed the teachers to take up ‘roles of authority and also 

[have] the responsibility of their actions’. The difficulty she faced was due to resistance 

of teachers over the change from a very flat system to a ‘more hierarchical structure 

within the school’ in which the teachers had to deal with the principal directly, rather 

than go through a middle management structure of year heads. The teachers were used 

to following the previous principal’s directives and in taking this step Abigail wanted to 

develop a relationship of trust with teachers by sharing responsibilities that had 

previously been within the principal’s domain. Being a ‘people person’ she claimed that 

she always tried to establish ways of working in teams and to try to bring all the 

teachers along with her. However, she faced trouble because they were used to a more 

authoritarian style and were expecting her to lead more overtly. Abigail reflected on 

how her time in her current school had taught her more about how best to bring about 

changes in herself rather than in the ‘mind-sets’ of teachers, in order to bring in gradual 

changes in the school.

Contrary to her experience as a teacher in a private, fee-paying secondary school 

which, she felt, was ‘very claustrophobic without any opening for any new ideas’, 

Abigail tried to change the attitudes of the teachers in her current school as she wanted 

(or so she said) to open up new possibilities and give them the chance to come forward 

and build up their own ‘inner capacity’ and, as she put it ‘to let the ones who want to go 

and run with different projects and see them through and to take responsibility’. Thus, 

she came to the school with the intention to delegate and share responsibilities with the
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teachers. However, in doing so she believed she had made a mistake, one that led her to 

lose credibility as a leader ‘because I was kind of afraid to step forward because I felt I 

didn’t know enough and I sort of said that well you know you [the teachers] can lead it 

but it gave a very bad impression, I think in terms of what went on’.

Abigail exhibited an attitude which suggested that she wanted to encourage a 

culture of collaboration and shared leadership, but she was forced to change her stance, 

even if temporarily, since the teachers were still working with the ‘mind-set’ created 

during the time of the previous principal. They were more used to complying and taking 

ownership for their actions was something that they were seemingly not very sure about 

initially.

JAMES (Pseudonym)

Age; 54 years

Time as principal; 5 years

Type of school; All-boys secondary school

Location; County Dublin

1 ihitik the biggest challenge is that you have to be brave enough to step outside 
the old structure. And that takes a bit of guts, and that's a difficult thing. So you 
have to challenge the .system and it needs to be challenged.

Due to his love for sports and the fact that he had ‘trained a lot of teams as a 

teenager’ James decided to join the teaching profession because it would not only give 

him the chance to be involved in sports but also to be part of the education of young 

people, whom, he admitted, he ‘liked working with’. The inspirational work of his own 

teachers and positive encounters and interactions with them left him detenuined, he 

said, to conduct his classes so as to challenge his students to help them think for 

themselves and flourish as he had been allowed to do.

The change from teaching to a management position was a result of what Brian 

had previously mentioned; boredom. And getting ‘a bit bored of teaching’ he decided to 

‘go for a management job rather than a teaching job’. James admitted that his 

experiences as a teacher did not prepare him for his job as principal, especially since he 

had never really focused on the possibility of leaving teaching to move into 

principalship. When he did become a principal he realised that the role was completely 

different from his previous work as a teacher. ‘It has really nothing to do with being a
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teacher but you understand obviously where a teacher is coming from and you also 

understand the role of the teacher in the whole system’. He did a Master’s degree in 

Education which he believed had prepared him to a certain extent for the post of 

principal but then joked that ‘nothing really prepares you for the role of principal 

[laughed] because you’re not used to this responsibility, you see. And like no matter 

what people say you know that okay, it’s only a Job... but I’m responsible for five 

hundred and fifty people every day’. James claimed that his work as a year head in 

dealing with teachers, students, parents, principal and deputy principal etc. prepared him 

far better for the Job of principal than his teaching experience. In his view, his degree in 

educational management prepared him to deal with issues in his new role as principal. 

Implementing new ideas, while effecting change, was easier for him since he was 

promoted into a different school as principal.

James spoke at length about his previous experiences of being principal of an 

inner city school and claimed that dealing with major challenges in his previous school 

helped him better understand how to deal with teachers and students when introducing 

new programmes and implementing new ideas that would, he hoped, ‘respond to the 

needs of the local community in the school’. As principal of an inner city school he 

introduced a breakfast club to meet the basic needs of students and this appeared to have 

resulted in positive changes in students’ attitudes and behaviours. He claimed that 

teachers who saw these long-term benefits supported the programme, however; he felt 

that ‘some people are going to be in a place where they are not going to change’. He 

worked strategically in introducing initiatives that were ‘very student centred’ and did 

not seem ‘threatening to the teachers’.

He introduced subject planning, so that entire departments sat down to draw 

plans for the entire year and he reported that this step ‘actually broke down a lot of 

barriers’. He changed from a system in which teachers followed what he called ‘the old- 

fashioned way of teaching where everybody was within their own little compartment 

and they thought all right let’s teach the curriculum’ to a more modern approach with 

subject planning, which led to more interaction between younger and more senior 

teachers, and he claimed that they both benefitted from that process.

He was given, what he believed to be, a very important piece of advice before he 

Joined this school and that was to trust the staff enough to share the workload. He 

agreed that he could not run the school singlehandedly but what he tried to do was ‘run 

a team of people who will run the school’. However, delegation did not mean absolute
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freedom. Rather, his approach was one of ‘delegation within boundaries’. If he 

delegated everything then he feared that he would not be considered an effective leader 

as he would be seen by others to be ‘off-loading or dumping things on them’. His 

strategy was always to delegate on the basis of specific interests and abilities that people 

had.

James believed it was his responsibility to make sure that the students in the 

school got a well-rounded education, so that they were able to accept differences, work 

closely with students coming from different religious and cultural backgrounds, be 

aware of the significance of multicultural ism and be respectful of differences. He 

focused on how best the students could help with community development programmes, 

since he believed in an education system that went beyond the confines of a set 

curriculum and viewed learning as an almost mechanical activity. He preferred, he said, 

an education that gave the students ways to apply what they had learned in school, 

enabling them to ‘live in a community where they have to commit to it in order to get 

out of that community the best for them and to be part of the community’.

Coming from a sporting background and believing in the importance of 

discipline and team work, James applied the same attitude towards his work as a school 

leader, providing ample chances to the students to practise their creativity but always 

being aware of the boundaries within which they worked. It was essential, in his view, 

that the adults in any community or society made the young people understand that as 

adults even they had to abide by certain rules. ‘I still cannot do what I like in what we 

consider to be a democracy, there are rules and there are mores in the society that I have 

to abide by’. However, having said all of that, James also accepted that one should not 

‘go over the top ... [in exercising] authority [because] that is also a very negative thing 

and that creates resentments, so like the people in authority must always be conscious of 

this and respect that authority’. It was this, he claimed, that he tried to promote in 

teachers in his school, in order to ‘build a community based on respect’. He made sure 

that boundaries were respected but that people also exercised their freedom to produce 

creative and new ideas.

Table 8.1 given below offers an insight into my understanding of the journeys 

undertaken by the first group of principals with experiences varying between 1 - 5 

years, and how a combination of their personalities and contextual influences led them 

to behave in specific ways.
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PRINCIPALS PAST INFLUENCES ON CURRENT LEADERSHIP STYLES AND LINKS 
WITH THE LITEIL4TURE

CHARLES An inspirational second-level teacher developed a love for teaching in him and helped 
him see his true potential. Tlirough his narrative he appeared to be a facilitative 
principal who showed a keen understanding of his pupils’ and teachers’ needs. He 
displayed a sense of being in charge as a figure of autliority while encouraging teachers 
to work collaboratively.
Charles seemed greatly influenced by the encouragement he received in school and 
carried that positive influence in his role as principal. Thus, in his words he attempted 
to develop a collaborative culture in the school that fostered ‘greater panicipation and 
connection to prosocial peers, adults, and institutions and decrease[d] tlie likelihood of 
risky behaviour’ (Weissberg et al. 2003, p 429). Such risky behaviour may be avoided 
by developing ‘personal competencies, values, attitudes, and environmental 
supports...to encourage the growth of positive behaviors’ (p 426). Charles found such 
positive support from his teacher and that experience, in his opinion, equipped him in 
developing similar positive situations and experiences for his teachers and students. 
Especially as principal of a DEIS school he dealt with students coming from extremely 
disturbed backgrounds and his understanding of their needs and ability to show 
compassion resulted in positive influences for teachers and students, alike.
As a principal Charles seemed to be emulating his own teacher in operating as, what 
Senge (1990) refers to, the teacher leader who understands the importance of ‘fostering 
learning, for everyone’ and achieving goals tlirough collaboration. He exemplifies the 
group-focused aspect of leadership where the leader does not follow a one-person 
leadership style but instead involves all the people within the organisation

MARTIN His father was a principal and greatly inspired a love for teaching and learning in him. 
Although a facilitative principal who encouraged a democratic system in the school, 
Martin believed in being intuitive and conscious of the needs of tlie people to be able to 
step in and make certain decisions as principal of the school. The love for learning 
instilled in him by his father reflected in the policies and strategies he made for his 
school by developing a culture of constant and collaborative learning through teamwork 
and sharing of ideas. Maccoby (2000) contends that ‘parenting does have direct effects 
on how children behave botli inside and outside the home’ (p 22). And Martin referred 
to liis father in several instances where he had a direct influence on the decisions Martin 
made and in particular in the manner in which he worked with his teachers.
Martin may be called what Hollander (1974) refers to as an ‘emergent’ leader who 
gains greater respect and prominence within the school due to her/his personal 
characteristics, open interaction and being more knowledgeable and confident. Such 
positive relationships witli the staff led to Martin’s appointment as school principal.

WILLIAM Inherited his passion for mathematics from his father, but was motivated to become a 
teacher by two very inspirational teachers he had.
A facilitative principal who displayed great enthusiasm in encouraging teachers to get 
involved in different initiatives, he displayed an air of authority in the expectations he 
placed on teachers and smdents as a result of his own teaching experience. Parental 
influence is said to be pivotal in the development of children (Maccoby 2000) and 
altliough William laughed and said that he was nothing like his father, because his 
father was not a patient man and therefore not a good teacher for him, he displayed 
himself as an authoritarian principal who worked on the assumption that his knowledge 
and experience granted him greater acceptability with the staff and students. However, 
his initiation into teaching was a result of his own positive experiences at school in 
particular in working with teachers who took the risk of breaking away from 
‘orthodoxy’ (Sugrue & Furlong 2002) in following imiovative and imaginative ways of 
teaching, thus leading to a transformation of traditions.

MARK Came from a large family, had a close bonding witli his siblings, his mother was a 
teacher and she inspired him through her own teaching. Certain teachers also proved 
excellent role models, and he loved teaching once he started.
An extremely enthusiastic and compassionate principal who displayed flexibility in the 
manner in which he dealt with teachers and students in the school since they were a 
DEIS school. He believed in encouraging collaborative teaching and learning while 
providing instniction and structures when needed.
As part of a large family, he reflected on the important role liis own experiences with 
his siblings played in him developing a compassion and understanding for the needs of
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young people. Brody (2004) eontends that sibling relationsliips and interactions 
‘contribute to children’s cognitive, social, and emotional adjustment’ (p 143). Further 
research indicates drat family and, in particular, siblings’ influences may prove 
significant to the style of leadership adopted by school principals as identified in the 
case of Sarah Jenkins who believed that ‘[hjaving a sibling with dyslexia meant that 
from an early age she understood that children have very different experiences of 
school’ (Shevlin and Flynn 2011, pp 133-134). These early experiences led her onto 
this journey of working with children with special needs and ‘botli influenced and 
informed her for the role of principal’ (p 134). Mark also acknowledged being more 
understanding of the needs of his students because he felt he knew where they came 
from and the issues they brought witli them to school.

BRIAN Had always loved tlie idea of teaching, had very good teachers and enjoyed his second- 
level schooling.
As Brian reflected on his past experiences and his own induction into the teaching 
profession and then into principalship, he mentioned two completely different reasons. 
He expressed Iris great love and passion for teaching, yet that passion seemed to wane 
just a few years into liis teaching job, resulting in boredom and the desire to explore 
other avenues like principalship. An authoritarian principal who acknowledged 
changing Iris style to being more collaborative at times. Thus, external factors seemed 
to mediate and create a more balanced approach taking Brain away from focusing 
solely on his own views and ideas, and leading him towards becoming more 
collaborative. However, tliis balance was temporary as Brian repeatedly mentioned the 
importance of his role as a leader and how it was important to recognise the autliority 
that went with his position. His use of power instead of a use of positive influence is 
viewed by Hollander (1985) as being dysfunctional and leading to negative feelings in 
the followers. He also voiced the opinion presented by Watt (1982) that ‘authority is 
always associated with inequality of some kind’ (p 47).

ABIGAIL Although she had strong educational ties in her family, it was her personal inclination to 
teach and being a ‘people person’ that led her towards this path. Her 
teaching/management experiences also influeneed her principalship, highlighting the 
importance of a broad-based ‘professional learning provision [which] include[s] 
personal development, and move[s] beyond the merely functional and instrumental’ 
(Sugrue 2002, p 334). Her own positive experiences as a teacher led her to act very 
democratically and encourage active participation from teachers and students. However, 
she changed her stance due to an expectation within the school for her to provide more 
structure and guidance by balancing ‘personal and professional needs with system-wide 
goals’ (Sugrue 2002, p 313).
An extremely democratic and facilitative principal who admitted changing her approach 
by providing more instructions and structures for teachers and students since that was 
what was expected of her. She displayed flexibility in her approach which highlighted 
her willingness and ability to ‘recognize different group requirements (social 
perceptiveness) and respond accordingly (behavioural flexibility)’ (Zaccaro, Foti & 
Kenny 1991, p 312).

JAMES Inspirational teachers, love for sports and working with young people were identified as 
the motivating factors that drove him towards teaching and like Brian it was boredom 
due to repetitive practices in teaching that led him towards a management post. Coming 
from a sporting backgroimd he believed in ereativity but gave equal importance to 
discipline. He encouraged teachers to take on new responsibilities but expected them to 
work with a sense of accountability. He promoted freedom with an understanding of the 
school structure and limitations within which to work. Although he did not mention 
anything/anyone specific tliat/who inspired him towards becoming a teacher and 
principal, he did acknowledge having experienced positive encounters in school with 
teachers and peers that seemed to reflect in the manner in which he said he conducted 
his classes as a teacher and dealt with teachers and students as a principal. In his 
narrative he focused more on his understanding of the needs of students and teachers, 
alike, and how best to facilitate teaching and learning in tlie school. This ability to 
understand expectations and needs of people within an organisation is vital as ‘leaders 
need to interact almost simultaneously with a variety of stakeholders in multiple and 
rapidly changing settings, covering a virtually endless list of contingencies’ (Hooijberg 
et al. 1997, p 376).____________
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8.2.2 VIGNETTES OF PRINCIPALS’ STORIES:
(6-10 years as principals)

SAMUEL (Pseudonym)

Age: 47 years

Time as principal: 6 years

Type of school: Co-educational, comprehensive school 

Location: County Dublin

The question that I ask is that what are we doing now that is so innovative that 
200 years from now people will remember it. And you know my answer to that 
question at the moment is ‘precious little But we have to start somewhere; we 
are at least asking the questions.

It was during the fifth year of second-level school that Samuel, while doing a 

summer job in a factory, realised that T didn’t want to be what I thought I wanted to 

be’. He rejected ideas of becoming an architect or an engineer and found that the 

religion class most appealed to him in school, because it provided him with ‘a space of 

freedom where we discussed the future of the world, changing the world... all that sort 

of thing, and I always had an interest in changing the world for its greater equity’. 

While undertaking a four year integrated degree, as part of his teacher training, he 

studied social change, liberation and theology, and was greatly influenced by figures 

such as Paulo Frierie. This experience further strengthened his belief in the importance 

of education as a process of change. Towards the end of his degree he also developed a 

strong interest in ‘praxis, in the correlation of practice and learning reflexion theory’. 

He also mentioned his mother and an uncle who both inspired him and developed in 

him a strong love for deep learning and ‘the importance of reading, of hard work, and of 

the need to question received wisdom and authority’.

Journeying through seven years of teaching in an all-boys secondary school, 

during which time Samuel also worked for his Master’s degree, he found the ‘structure 

of that school constricting’ although he greatly enjoyed the space and freedom that he 

got from teaching religion. Introducing and developing the transition year programme 

he also got students involved in voluntary work. This contact with the community 

outside got him more involved in non-fomial youth education and, after seven years of 

teaching, he joined the National Youth Council and worked in youth worker training 

and curriculum development. That experience caused him to be more involved in 

development education and global learning in non-formal youth work. ‘I also became
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more involved in national and international policy making in the field of development

education and then more broadly education’. Again seven years into this job Samuel

decided to pursue his interest in policy-making and went to work for the Council of

Europe. As the head of global education there he worked with various governments and

non-governmental organisations to ‘change education systems towards greater access’.

He described himself as very passionate about the work and claimed that the best part

was watching international organisations functioning, not only as ‘think tanks and talk

shops but as organisations that can actually affect change at policy level’. He missed

teaching but acknowledged that the parts he liked most about his work involved a fomi

of teaching. For example, working with a group of ministers of education whom he had

to educate on a new policy. ‘I was known for that.. .that you know I was a teacher. And

so I continued to be a teacher even though it was teaching about policy development

processes and all that’. He had personal reasons for moving back into the Irish school

system along with the fact that he was working towards his PhD. On returning he

applied for the position of principal and chose his current school because it had ‘a

reputation for doing things that are innovative, that are radical’.

All his previous experiences and high ideals were put to the test when, having

joined his new school as principal, he realised that, before achieving anything, he had to

deal with issues such as getting the front gate widened because it was causing trouble

for parents and teachers, getting the roof fixed etc. Principalship was about dealing with

‘real things’ that mattered to ‘real people’.
/ also realised that I wasn 7 going to he a credible principal unless I could 
change those things. Now...change is change...! mean you use similar 
processes, you bring people along, you...you know hut in order to be credible 
there were things that needed doing that had nothing to do with my agenda but 
that had everything to do with what was necessaiy here.

As someone who had always wanted to work in creative, open environments 

without feeling restricted, Samuel claimed to encourage his teachers to take on 

responsibilities and to be accountable for their work. The culture he came into was one 

in which ever^'thing fell to the principal and such a system, in his opinion, ‘would have 

been eradicated years ago anywhere else in the world’. However, in Ireland, he found 

that very few people spoke out against that for fear of having the school’s resources cut 

‘because the department has the ultimate control...voices that speak out strongly, get 

punished’.
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Like James, Samuel also promoted whole-school and subject planning in the 

hope that these ‘would bring teachers together from different age ranges and different 

subject areas’ by creating an atmosphere of collaborative and shared learning. He 

expressed a belief in distributing responsibilities and allowing teachers to give their 

input. However, in delegating responsibilities amongst his teachers, Samuel 

acknowledged, he selected only those who were ‘good and willing and those who really 

want to work’. He also made sure to reward them for their hard work and provided as 

much support as they needed.

Although Samuel favoured change he accepted the importance of tradition and 

culmre, expressing a belief that it was vital to understand the ethos of a school before 

bringing in new ideas. When he joined the school he gave himself almost a year to 

understand and identify the culture of the school and in doing so followed his belief 

that: ‘If you want to... lead decent visions for a future, you need to...to find stories that 

are not just stories but that are stories of the school and that can be retold in different 

ways...[to get] a bit of a community focus on “this is who we are, this is where we’ve 

come from... and this is where we are going’”. He found that the kind of culture he 

wanted to develop, based on ‘the all different - all equal campaign’ as he put it: ‘exactly 

captured the culture of this school’ and supported its religious ethos. ‘I wouldn’t 

introduce it if it was something really new; it’s that it is radical enough but based on the 

heritage of the school’.

In some ways the most sns/ainable way to transform is to reread tradition rather 
than to pretend to introduce stuff as if it was my own. Of course if it wasn’t my 
own then I wouldn ’/ be here.

As a visionary leader Samuel believed that ‘democracy in education had to be 

the foundation but leadership and avowed authority are a necessary part of democracy 

in education’. He believed that there was no question of democracy being at tlie core of 

everything ‘but...there needs to be leadership and authority as well’. He also described 

instances in which as the school’s principal he tried to push for democracy ‘even when 

people would prefer strong leadership, you know. I mean because ultimately if people 

have had strong leadership and expect it they would rely on it even at times when that’s 

not necessary’. As he put it: ‘there are still some things that are not done by democracy, 

they are not done by consensus they just need to be done and I have to say that this is 

the way it is’. He found people in the school quite compliant in the sense that they were 

used to being told what to do, rather than thinking for themselves. His past experiences
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of involving people in different initiatives and giving them a sense of ownership for 

different things that had to be done did not seem to be of any value.

Samuel agreed that it was important to have an interest in both academic 

development and pastoral care of students, but he thought that it was far more important 

to ascertain ‘the role of the school in society’ and to see that ‘school ferment[s], 

aggravate[s], generate[s] a type of education that might lead to social change’ rather 

than ‘a type of education that keeps things the way they are and maintains the status 

quo’.

MICHAEL (Pseudonym)

Age: 55 years

Time as principal: 6 years

Type of school: All-boys secondary school

Location: County Dublin

Respect covers eveiything. You hiow respect for yourself in what you ’re doing, 
respect for your fellow students and your behaviour and all of that. Rejecting 
bullying and name calling...showing respect for fellow teachers, and I mean like 
you know respect for the environment. So 1 mean it is just one word that would 
cover everything like if you take it on board, so I mean that’s...that’s what 1 
would like to deal with.

It was difficult for Michael to identify his reasons for joining the teaching

profession. He reflected for a while before remembering his parents who, although very

supportive of education and seeing it as being very important, had not received second

level education themselves, having left school at twelve and thirteen.
It was always from...it was as a child and it was that far back that I always knew 
that I wanted to be a teacher. I know that with some people they know when they 
are in their teens or whatever, but I don 7 know, it was ever since I was eight or 
nine that 1 just felt that 1 wanted to be a teacher, and there’s no teaching in the 
background. I mean my father was a painter and my mother worked in a shoe 
factoiy.

Gradually, however, Michael remembered various instances from his own 

school days that reflected his interest in working with other students and how it 

translated into the professional journey that he eventually decided to make as a teacher. 

He recalled the fifth year of his secondary school when he found himself being sent to a 

primary school and ‘ended up with...it seems quite strange when you think back on 

it...but I ended up with a class for a week’. In retrospect, he realised that it had in fact
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been his teachers who had encouraged him into seeing his own strengths, especially his

ability to communicate with other students. His reflective mood soon dissipated and was

replaced by a very animated and passionate narration of his love for maths which gave

him a sense of satisfaction no other subject did.

Like if somebody doesii 7 know how to do it and yon 're explaining it and maybe 
trying to come at it fi-om a different angle, and 1 always ..dike when it eventually 
dawns on them, that's the kick that I got out of it and I liken it to the way you see 
it in the cartoons, [laughs] let's say in the eyes like the dollar signs coming on, 
well it is the ecpdvalent of that.

He thought that his experience of working as a teacher for so many years

‘should have’ helped him to become a better principal but he acknowledged that the

nature of his work was such that he ended up being more of an administrator with no

opportunity to pursue the high ideals he had developed as a teacher. He found it

extremely fiustrating that, instead of‘being instiiictional leaders or leaders of learning’,

teacher-principals like himself were forced to become mere administrators. There

always seemed to be so much paperwork to update and organise that he found himself

not being able to take ‘the walk around the corridor’. He reported feeling isolated and

foistrated since the collaborative work that he valued was missing from his new post.
The position of principal has become less desirable for people, more of a 
liability, because they see what's involved with the principal in their own school 
that they are being pulled here and there and I suppose as they say that they 
haven 7 got a minute. And so it isn 7... it isn 7 that attractive for a lot ofpeople.

As a school leader with a rich teaching experience he revealed his faistration at 

not having the autonomy to observe another teacher’s class. He referred to the notion of 

classroom observation as totally ‘foreign’ in Ireland. Even after many years of working 

as a teacher he thought that he did not have the authority to walk into a classroom and 

observe a teacher at work. Meeting principals from other countries he realised that they 

found this strange, asking; ‘how could I manage my school if I am not even able to walk 

into the classroom and see how the teachers are doing? But that’s a reality you know 

within Ireland’.

Unlike James, Michael found that being appointed in the school in which he had 

taught for several years was beneficial since he was in his ‘comfort zone’. ‘I know their 

strengths and I know how good they are and you know they are a fine bunch to be with’. 

At the beginning of his appointment he found it fascinating that ‘there was obviously 

this expectation that there was this little switch in your back, like a light switch that 

would just switch and you now know everything’. He went on to discuss the fact that
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his easy accessibility to the staff and students was misused at times, so that he was left 

with little time to deal with important school issues because teachers and students had 

immediate issues with which they wanted him to deal. Listening to him it seemed that 

the teachers had started taking him for granted, and that his approachability and easy 

access were being misused because of ‘the fact that having seen you for say 20 odd 

years they know what will work and what won’t work or what they perceive as the 

weaknesses and the flaws in me and will push that and obviously over time and years 

while you work with people professionally, you wouldn’t be friends with every single 

person, and some people have issues’.

Another important thing he spoke of was the fact that he wanted to delegate 

responsibilities but his way of dealing with the teachers was ‘work[ing] with them as 

opposed to... directing them. They just run with an idea and say “We are thinking of 

doing this, are you available, will you come along?” And I mean if somebody wants to 

do something, I Just let them go on and do it’. Like Mark, he mentioned encouraging 

appropriate individuals in ways that would allow them to think about initiatives they 

might take. Michael found that his non-directive strategy worked, as several teachers 

got involved in different initiatives and worked along with the students. ‘So I mean 

yes...you can suggest initiatives to people but I mean really there is very little directing, 

very, very little directing that one can do.. .as in within.. .within the Irish context’.

He highlighted the importance of fairness in dealing with both teachers and 

students and claimed that he always tried to practise what he wanted teachers to do. He 

never imposed anything on teachers or students if he did not feel strongly enough about 

it and if he had not attempted it first. He claimed that he operated according to a 

principle by which if he wanted to send the message of treating others with fairness and 

respect, then he had to make sure that he displayed the same fairness and respect. 

Michael’s leadership style seemed more facilitative than anything else and this he 

attributed to the fact that ‘people now accept less and less of what they are told to do, 

but now and again one has to do it. But I think that if one was doing it all the time, you 

know directing with no scope then you won’t get anywhere’. He accepted that more 

could be achieved by giving people autonomy to do things their way, but he did 

subscribe to the view that one could not be entirely democratic in a school. However, of 

the two he believed that democracy was ‘dominant’ in his school, rather than authority. 

This state of affairs seemed to be a product of his personal style because, as he put it: ‘I 

prefer to work with people and I work towards bringing them along with me rather than
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telling them, but then sometimes people have to be told’. A balanced approach, in his 

view, would be more effective. Once people have a sense of ownership and ‘they feel 

that they have contributed in a school policy or decision’ then it becomes easier to bring 

them along in whatever needs to be done, ‘rather than saying this is what we are going 

to do and you know like it or lump it’.

PETER (Pseudonym)

Age: 48 years

Time as principal: 7 years

Type of school: All-boys secondary school (fee-paying)

Location: County Dublin
As a principal you hiow you are going to take the rough and the smooth, not 
everybody is going to be co-operative, not everybody is going to be brilliant, you 
have to say that okay there are bad days, there are good days, there are people 
who are okay, there are people who are average and it’s veiy difficult to move 
people to the place where we are all really high achievers..dife isn’t really like 
that and you’ve got to accept that.

Interviewing Peter was a very different experience to that of interviewing other 

principals because the journey he undertook before being appointed to his current 

position was one that involved working in a variety of different places, from a 

community school in a socially deprived area, to another community school that was 

larger and had students coming from ‘better’ socio-economic backgrounds. He was 

given a special duties’ post and the chance to do positive community work in 

encouraging young people to make use of the facilities available in the school outside 

school hours. From the second school he moved to his first job as principal, in a small 

secondary school, in a veiy deprived area. That school was almost on the brink of 

closure. He described his work there as a huge challenge, but Peter believed that he 

managed to help keep it afloat during the three years he was principal and when a job 

came up closer to his home he applied for it and was appointed to the all-boys, fee

paying secondary school in which I met him. He had been principal there for almost 

seven years at the time of my interview.

Initially, when I asked him about his inspiration for becoming a teacher he 

reflected and then described his secondary school experience, which had been very 

positive. There had been some very good teachers who had inspired him by selflessly
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giving extra time to their students, both inside and outside their classrooms. This 

positive influence seemed to have had a great impact on Peter as his own progression 

towards becoming a teacher turned out to be holistic rather than purely academic.

There were two or three veiy inspirational teachers when I was growing up that 
I said that if I wanted to teach and emulate somebody and do something with 
myself I think that they would have been the ones who inspired me.

His love for sports was also a major driving force that led him towards teaching. 

‘I loved sports and I think that the whole idea of staying with sports throughout 

life...well there’s no better place to be involved with young people and with teaching’. 

After leaving secondary school he joined the religious order that ran the school he had 

attended as a student, thinking that it would allow him greater chances to influence 

young people positively. However, a year later he decided that it was not the right 

choice for him. ‘Too much regulation, too much obedience you know all that and no 

money, so I said no way! I could probably do the same thing without being in the 

order’. Soon after, he completed a teaching qualification and got his first job in a 

community school situated in a socially deprived area. The voluntary work he did in the 

school, both in the classroom and outside, on the sports field, gave him a certain 

reputation that, he thought, led him to his next job. He admitted that there was hardly 

any money but as a young, enthusiastic teacher he thrived on the praise he got. He 

acknowledged that, initially, he ‘probably wasn’t a great practitioner in the classroom’. 

In the period when he was learning his trade he thought that he may have been overly 

strict to cover up his ‘lack of technique’ and ‘lack of ability to teach’.

After three years of working in his first school he got a permanent job in another 

community school which took him from being a teacher to being part of the middle 

management team. Although it was not a lucrative assignment, Peter remembered that 

as giving him fantastic opportunities for self-improvement. Ten years working there 

allowed him to gain confidence in himself Thus, Peter decided that it was time to 

undertake a course in management. His view was that, although ‘teaching might be 

fantastic, leadership might be great and the administrator might be very adept but in real 

essence in schools our business is education and teaching and you know if you can’t 

actually inspire people to be good teachers your school will close’.

His first job as a principal was in a school with approximately 350 students 

‘teetering on the brink of closing’. There were huge challenges because there was an 

ageing staff and the school, Peter felt, was deprived, in the sense that there were very
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few resources available. But, in his own estimation, at least he got it back on its feet 

with the help of young teachers who were willing to work hard.

Three years into that job Peter found another that was closer to his house and he 

decided to take it up. Being in a private school, he acknowledged, was a very different 

experience to all those he had had in the past. Funding was not an issue, there were 

ample resources available, there was a very positive amiosphere most of the time and 

the teachers were very good. He considered it to be ‘a great challenge and it’s 

something that I really, really enjoy. Sometimes I get it totally wrong and sometimes I 

get it reasonably right up here [pointing to his head]’. For Peter it was essential for the 

principal to have had a positive teaching experience and to be considered a good, 

competent teacher, in order to be accepted and respected by other teachers.

Even from getting the respect from your colleagues like if you end up becoming 
deputy principal or principal in your own school, they would like to have the 
comfort of knowing that you were a good teacher because that's the core of 
what we do, and there’s no point in having a principal who is an appalling 
teacher because you will never, you know, get the staff to buy in... you will lose 
the dressing room as they say in football parlance.

He was also of the view that people management skills are essential in both the 

roles of teacher and principal in the sense that, 'there is a certain amount of give and 

take; there is a certain amount of humanity in dealing with people whether it’s in the 

classroom or in the staff room that you have to have in both jobs’. Peter displayed a 

very clear understanding of the type of teachers he had in his school and acknowledged 

the differences that there were in them. Certain teachers might have exhibited excellent 

organisational skills in structuring their lessons and focusing on their teaching; others 

could have relied on to build closer understandings with their students through more 

interactive classroom practices but might not be very organised in the way they 

stnictured their classes. T suppose humanity is a mix and that’s what you get in the 

classrooms sometimes’.

Delegation was not a problem for Peter because he knew that he had ‘the 

opportunity to promote people and pay them from private funds [i.e. funds available to 

pay teachers other than those provided by the DES]’. He mentioned the middle 

management structure in the school and claimed that he found it to be a very balanced 

group of individuals. More senior teachers were paid by the state and the new teachers 

by the school’s private funds, but both these groups were, he said, equally driven to 

provide the best care and attention to the students. ‘So between the two there is a good
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dynamic and a good ambitious group at middle management level that will do anything 

that you ask them to, to be honest with you, and they are very, very good in taking it 

on’. Peter, however, acknowledged that he tended to over-delegate, with the result that 

certain teachers took it for granted that they could do anything without consulting the 

principal. ‘So well that can be like it’s good to delegate, it’s good to let people have 

their rope to do what they want to do, but when somebody gets hanged on their own 

rope and I don’t know about it then that’s a problem, you know’.

The school’s focus had always been positive relationship building and the 

importance given to sports provided immense opportunities for this. Playing fields 

became places ‘where you can actually see that humanity coming together’. Dialogue 

was what Peter highliglited as being the core of life in the school. ‘I mean dialogue in 

the sense of getting into somebody else’s skin and you know sharing your value systems 

and bringing people along with you...using dialogue rather than an instructional kind of 

master plan’. Education, in his opinion, could only be meaningful and complete if there 

was collaboration between the school, the parents and the children, in such a way that 

children get the same support both from their families and the school to give them 

clarity about what values to adopt.

Although Peter mentioned the importance of having a mix of both authority and

democracy in a school like his, he later acknowledged that he was more a figure of

authority, especially in dealing with students.

Like 1 can he quite authoritarian with kids you know. Like sometimes I can say 
to them that you do what you ’re told or else, like you know what I mean. And I 
wouldn Y you know hack out of that hecause I simply don 7 have time to go and 
negotiate with six hundred students on an individual has is... so just go away, 
you ’re wasting my time, get on with it and do it.

He acknowledged that he found it difficult to confront the staff in case of some 

problematic issue, and admitted that he was looking for consensus all the time. The staff 

were not used to being asked, because before him they had never really been asked their 

opinions. They were used to following orders and to bring them out of that state was a 

challenge for Peter. He looked for individuals with specific talents and then encouraged 

them to be more participative and to contribute more positively to the school. He 

recalled his own time as a teacher and mentioned how he did not like being told what to 

do by anyone. ‘I would almost be...like I would have been resentful if people told me 

what to do...and I’d say “Well don’t...don’t tell me what to do, I will do it myself’. I 

didn’t like people coming in and ordering me or being authoritarian with me as a
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teacher. And I said no’. He mentioned that he would only take up projects he was sure 

he could work on and whether they worked or not he displayed a sense of ownership in 

the work he did.

But I would always be resistant to the authoritarian line there that ‘You go and 
do this Because I would say that 'He thinks that he’s better than me And I 
have probably brought that with me in my leadership role here, because I am a 
bit reluctant to tell people what to do. I am far more accommodating, getting 
people to sit down, getting a bit of a team group buzz going and go on and do it. 
Wiich is veiy effective to be quite honest with you, it works.

He took the view that the best way to ensure that teachers and students all 

worked as expected was to recognise their hard work and show open appreciation. He 

remembered his own time as a teacher and how he had initially worked because of 

‘enthusiasm of doing different jobs and when I got a pat on the back or a good word 

from the principal then that made all the difference’. Those experiences led him to 

encourage teachers and show an appreciation for hard work.

Peter displayed a very individual and sensitive leadership style in showing that 

he understood the specific needs of each individual and came up with distinct ways to 
deal with them.

When you talk about teacher-leaders they are those people that will get down 
and do it and come together in a group, identify the needs that need to be 
addressed and then get on and do it basically and kind of giving them the 
autonomy to kind of push through with new ideas and new projects and take 
them to the end.

TED (Pseudonym)

Age; 51 years

Time as principal: 8 years

Type of school; All-boys secondary school

Location: County Carlow

/ really enjoyed the fact that education was such a leveller and provided a level 
playing pitch regardless of where you came from, and fjust thought that ‘My 
God!’ 1 would just love to he involved in education because of what it can do 
and how it can level the ground. And that was really my great interest in the 
whole thing.

Ted had the most overtly ‘political’ motives for becoming a teacher but what 

initially got him interested in education was the positive role and support of his parents.
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1 suppose I grew up as pari of a very large family. There were nine children and 
our parents impressed on all of us the whole idea of what education could do for 
you and that I suppose ultimately you needed it as a means of going up along the 
queue and getting further up the queue.

With that support and encouragement from his parents, as a student, Ted went 

into a classroom in which there were students who came from more affluent 

backgrounds, but he believed he was never isolated because he belonged to a working 

class family. ‘I just felt powerful inside in that classroom, it didn’t matter where I was 

from, but inside of that classroom I was able to compete with the best of them’. The 

acceptance and encouragement he received in the classroom proved to be life-changing 

for him, ‘it was just a real revelation to me that education was such a big key that 

opened doors of opportunity and that is why I got myself involved in that’.

As far as becoming a principal was concerned, Ted attributed this mostly to 

luck. He revealed that he was so passionate about his teaching role that the idea of 

moving into any other position never crossed his mind. ‘I think I’d be honest in saying 

that had the opportunity not arisen in this school, I don’t think I would ever have left to 

go to look for a principalship in any other place’. However, a combination of factors led 

him to consider moving into a different role in the school, factors such as his being a 

successftil teacher who had very positive relationships with his students and who 

managed to attain excellent results. Other teachers saw his potential and sought his 

advice and help when they needed it. His own principal also encouraged him and Ted 

successMly applied for the post of deputy principal. Soon after, when a vacancy arose 

he applied for the principalship and was again successful. His love for teaching 

continued and even by the time of the interview he taught a small group, to be able to 

stay connected with the school’s students. The downside of all of this was that, in his 

movement from a teaching post to the posts of deputy, then principal, the school ended 

up losing a good teacher.

Ted believed that a principal’s personality could leave a lasting impression on 

people in a school. For him, a principal who could effectively deal with her/his students 

would be better equipped to deal with teachers because ‘if you can bring people with 

you 1 think all the other little tasks involved in the management of the school, they’ll all 

fall into place’.

Leading people is actually core to the job, if people don 7 come with you, if 
people don 7 believe the mes.sage that you are selling them, it makes the job veiy 
difficidt. No matter how good a manager you are, you cannot solve problems 
related to people.
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His own past experiences of school had given him the confidence to believe in

himself and this led him to show concern and understanding for students and teachers. It

was essential, he thought, to understand the issues that confronted teachers and students

at home, especially in dealing with children coming from disturbed backgrounds.

You have to be able to empathise with a child like that because if they come in to 
you let ’.S' say as they often would do in relation to discipline matters and when 
they tell you their stoiy you have to be able to understand that stoiy because 
otherwise you will not be able to understand them... othei’wise for them it has 
been a waste of time.

He encouraged staff to become part of a collaborative process and to help him in 

drawing up school policies. He did this by having regular staff meetings and 

encouraging open communication, of which he said; ‘that’s absolutely essential and 

therefore nobody feels that I am imposing anything on anyone’. However, when Ted 

found a teacher was not following the decisions made by the staff it was imperative for 

him to intervene. ‘If it is just one individual I always feel that the best policy is to go to 

the individual’. He considered it disrespectful for the principal to reprimand the entire 

staff where, in fact, it was one teacher at fault. He believed it was important to make 

sure that, whatever tasks he set for his teachers, they had an element of leadership, so 

the teachers could feel a sense of ownership and personal satisfaction, believing that 

they were part of the running of the school.

He referred to himself as being democratic, both as a teacher and as a principal, 

simply because he accepted that he did not have ‘the personality to be authoritarian; I 

don’t think that it would have worked for me’. However, he thought it was important 

that there was staicture in the school for everyone to follow and that students ‘actually 

like the idea of teachers who are able to impose a disciplined environment inside of 

their classroom’.

I suppose it is democratic up to a point, because I've found that children, even 
what we call the bold children, they actually respect and need structure and 
sometimes they actually do better in a structured environment even though they 
didn't want to do that, but the benefits for them in the long term can be far 
greater, than if you have an overly democratic thing with a laissez-faire kind of 
approach.

He did not approve of a ‘totally militaristic type of authoritarian approach’ but 

preferred to talk to his students and ask them to do something. ‘1 think that children 

need space to grow and you’ve got to give them that latitude, you’ve got to do that’. 

While talking about decisions that benefit students Ted mentioned that the holistic
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education of children was the ‘kernel’. He further suggested that, although academic 

performance has huge importance for his school, he still believed that ‘the emphasis 

should be on the, kind of, the personal growth of the individual, and 1 think the 

academic excellence will come out of that. But I think if you start on the basis of 

[saying] we’ll focus on academic excellence come hell or high water, I think you’ll end 

up “throw[ing] the baby out with the bath water”. I think you need to hold on to all the 

little bits that come together to form a school where the kids are happy’. Stressing the 

importance of providing individualised attention and help to children, Ted further 

reinforced the impact that his own schooling had on him. His philosophy in leading the 

school was focused on concentrating on the individual needs of his students and 

teachers while encouraging collaborative teaching and learning.

STEPHEN (Pseudonym)

Age: 60 years

Time as principal: 8 years (retired by time of interview)

Type of school: All-boys secondary school 
Location: County Carlow

The role of society and the role of adults is to provide that support for 
youngsters to enable them to push out and find their way, and at the same time 
have a rope on them so if they encounter some difficulty we could haul them 
back again.

Stephen recalled that by the time he retired he had eight generations of students 

pass through his hands and he believed that he had had a positive impact on them 

because they would still come to reminisce about their old school days. His main reason 

for wanting to come into the teaching profession was to make a difference. ‘I wanted to 

make an impact on the lives of... a positive impact on the lives of young people’.

He also mentioned his interest in learning and using new teaching methods 

instead of ‘simply being the traditional teacher dispensing facts as if they were 

something that could be owned or possessed. I got away from there and began to think 

what am I really doing? I am no longer training for exams...I am educating young 

people’. He was also enthused by the idea of working with young people and building 

positive relationships in the hope of helping students. ‘That has always been the role of 

education and I think that it always will be’.
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Stephen’s desire to help develop the students in his care holistically led him to 

proceed from the classroom to the deputy principal’s office. This allowed him to work 

with teachers and encourage them to use new initiatives, new methods of teaching and 

new ideas that might work better than the ones that they had been using. He was of the 

view that such a change could ‘help students develop themselves in a truly educational 

way’. Finally, as principal, he got the chance to work as a facilitator to help establish 

positive relationships between teachers and their students, so that more meaningful and 

sustained teaching and learning could take place

He admitted that his experience as a teacher helped him immensely in his 

current post, in having a better understanding of the needs of teachers and students. He 

offered almost the same view as Ted, suggesting it would be possible to bring in a 

manager from outside to run the affairs of a school but it would not be easy for that 

person to deal with the most important aspects of school life; the personal problems and 

emotional issues of teachers and students.
While reflecting on the distribution of leadership Stephen was critical of the 

promotion structure in secondary schools in the past under which different posts were 

offered as ‘reward for seniority in the school and years of long service’. He thought that 

promotion system in vocational and community schools was better because posts were 

awarded ‘on ability and vision rather than on seniority’. Delegation was vital, in his 

opinion, because it is not practical to expect the principal and deputy principal to ‘do all 

the management structures of the school, and run the school on their own’. He displayed 

his conviction that distributed leadership was essential. He mentioned his involvement 

with various organisations that had sought opinions about distributed leadership and 

suggested that, although principals and deputy principals often understood the 

importance of distributed leadership, other people in schools often did not.

He recalled that as a teacher he wanted to get into the classroom and ‘educate 

them, teach them, and train them for exams’. His perspective changed when he read 

Socrates and Plato and ‘the Socratic idea of educating the individual, and bringing out 

the qualities, the inherent God-given qualities in each individual’. Modern education, 

however, appears primarily concerned with ‘the economic development of the state 

which seems to be the current ideal here in Ireland. There is too much of that but I think 

that if we have a good rounded education, part of that will be people who are capable of 

slotting in’.
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He believed in shared and distributed leadership but acknowledged that 

‘distributed leadership requires that the people to whom it is distributed are aware of 

what is being distributed and why and how. And who are aware of the responsibility 

that comes with that distribution of authority’. He suggested that it was essential to 

distribute responsibilities ‘according to particular tasks and to spread it amongst the 

staff with the required capabilities of doing those tasks’. Stephen believed in 

encouraging his teachers to share ideas and engage in collaborative learning.

The IradUion in Ireland was that the teacher was king or queen of his or her 
classroom, and closed the door and eveiybody else was excluded. I think we've 
got to develop the culture of opening the doors of our classrooms to each other.

To facilitate such an atmosphere Stephen encouraged teachers to share ideas 

about what supports they needed to improve their classes and their work. ‘I think that 

part of the role of leadership is to keep asking that and providing the supports, because 

we cannot be in every classroom all the time, we cannot teach every subject, but what 

we can do is encourage and support the people who are in there doing that and ask them 

that what supports do you need? And the supports are moral as well as the resources 

needed’. As a school leader Stephen believed in providing ample opportunities to both 

his teachers and students to engage in creative endeavours and work with a sense of 

freedom, as long as they were aware of the boundaries they had to respect and maintain. 

He believed that students respected boundaries as they gave them a sense of security.

Reflecting on the pastoral care in his school, Stephen accepted that there was a 

‘dichotomy there between the aspiration of the school and the reality’. As a leader he 

aspired to provide a holistic education to the students but reality forced him to focus on 

academic results. His preference would be to ‘many both.... keep[ing] in mind not just 

what we teach but how we teach. And not just for exams but for the over-all 

improvement of our students’.
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SARAH (Pseudonym)

Age: 45 years

Time as principal; 9 years

Type of school: All-girls secondary school

Location; County Carlow
I’m that kind of person I suppose that I’ve worked in all of those other sectors 
and I’ve worked in there on my own so I don 7 need lots of people to tell me that 
I’m great...I really don’t need it. And I think that that is quite important, that 
I’m quite self-sufficient and that my...my agenda is children and my agenda is 
quality.

Sarah recalled that although there was not a strong fonnal educational tradition 

in her family, education was very important. She came from a family with 13 children 

and there was an expectation on the part of her parents that they would all go on to third 

level education As she put it; ‘my mother particularly would have had a huge love of 

education so nearly all of us went on to third level education’. However, the move to the 

teaching profession was not something that Sarah had planned or even wanted, initially. 

‘I suppose 1 came into teaching by accident really...by accident. I actually wanted to be 

a lawyer. I didn’t have any interest in teaching’. The deciding factor for her was that 

grants were available for teaching courses. Even the move into principalship she 

described as more a natural process than the product of any strong influence. ‘I can’t 

say anything hugely motivational, you know. And then I loved it...like I knew when I 

was doing it I loved it’.

She again reflected on her upbringing and suggested that it had enabled her to

feel connected to young people who needed support and encouragement. Her work in

learning support and special needs made her realise how much she loved working with

children from disadvantaged backgrounds.

Like my passion is w’orking with disadvantaged kids. Like I come from a very 
large family where I needed people to support me and that’s where my passion 
is. So here even as principal the children that woidd interest me most... and lam 
saying interest ...but like who woidd stimulate me the most are... either the poor 
kids or the travellers, they are the ones that woidd he my barometer really.

Sarah did not seem convinced that her time as a teacher had helped to prepare 

her for the job that she was expected to carry out as a principal, saying; ‘you can be a 

fantastic teacher with a love for your subject and all of that, but you don’t see the whole 

school. You really don’t have a concept of children, and families and that every 

decision made has an implication for someone else. Because really in teaching all that
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matters is your class, and your children and your subjects’. But experience as a home

school co-ordinator gave her a far deeper insight into dealing with people. In her role as

national coordinator for a home-school liaison scheme she had to work in over 60

schools and was able to observe a variety of teaching styles and different types of

leadership, while focusing on the welfare of children from disadvantaged backgrounds.

Like James, she came from a different school to that in which she was principal

and found the transition interesting. ‘I think that that’s really healthy, because you come

with no agenda except teaching and learning’. She displayed considerable self-

assurance in her ability to cope with various situations in the school without feeling the

need to get approval. She considered herself a demanding principal but claimed she was

more demanding of herself than of anyone else in the school. Because she worked very

hard devising new ideas before putting them into practice, she thought that the staff

trusted her to do the right thing in a way that would prove beneficial in the long ran.

However, when she was asked to deal with a certain situation or problem with a teacher

she did not hesitate to go in and have a word with that teacher. Because, although she

was always willing to support her staff, she would ‘never support poor practice. Don’t

ask me to support poor practice because I won’t’. Nonetheless, this, she claimed, was

done in a respectfiil manner, showing respect for the teacher, respect for students and

respect for the parents. Her philosophy was to celebrate the good rather than complain

about the negatives. She did not believe in immediate sanctions and punishments for

students who were creating trouble in the class, she believed in ‘restorative justice’

because, as she put it, ‘your purpose [as a teacher] is not to punish but to make a

difference’. She elaborated on this saying:

You see...my background is that I come from a very big family having nothing 
and that notion of struggling...! mean I know where people come from and I 
know that the vast majority ofparents really want the best for their children and 
it’s very easy sometimes coming from [the] middle class where you are from a 
family of hvo. Like so the staff blow that... they blow that I have come from 
there... like I walk the talk I blow that I come from there so there’s no...so for 
someone to tell me that they blow more they don’t actually, they actually don ’/, 

because I have been there so I know what it is like.

Although she mentioned having, what she believed to be, a good rapport with 

her teachers, when it came to the question about delegation of responsibilities she 

exhibited reservations, saying: ‘the delegation of responsibilities in this school 

is.. .is.. .theoretically is fantastic but practically it’s not as feasible, really’. As she 

continued she revealed her reservations about delegation as revolving around the fear

257



that there was ‘a danger of fragmentation and creation of territorialism’ and the 

possibility of promoting individuality at the expense of people working as a group for 

common goals. She disliked the word delegation and was more comfortable referring to 

distribution. And she expressed the view that, in order to distribute or delegate a certain 

initiative to a person or certain individuals, ‘then it has to be people who have an 

interest in that idea. There’s no point in delegating it to someone who doesn’t want to 

work with it’.

Sarah dealt with teachers on the basis of their perfonnance and not on their years 

of experience, though she admitted that the most senior teachers were the ‘heart of the 

school’ and if they were ‘energised and displayed energy and passion at 60 I think that 

would be the real learning for teachers coming in at 22 and 23’. She thought that her 

teachers worked well with her but also admitted to doing excessive planning before 

approaching the teachers with any new plans and strategies for the school.

She tried to maintain a reasonable standard in her school for teachers and 

students by providing them with resources for learning, ‘because the bottom line is that 

every teacher wants to come into a school that they are proud to work in, every child 

wants to come into a school that is really well run. So there’s no dichotomy 

there...there’s no dilemma, the dilemma is really making the system run smoothly’. As 

a leader she accepted that, although she was ‘very much into collaboration and very 

much into team work’, there had to be ‘someone who has an overarching idea or 

direction based on an assimilation of all the thinking’. She also believed that it would be 

‘counterproductive’ in a busy place like a school, where students came in with issues 

that had to be dealt with immediately, to sit and spend hours trying to get approval of 

every person in the school.

You see like I could sit back and say okay we ’ll all sit down, we ’ll all hold 
hands and we’U talk forever, but you cannot talk forever. ...No and they won’t 
thank you for waiting six months in the name of democracy.

Overall, she appeared to be an instructional leader who devised different 

strategies while keeping the interest of teachers and students in mind. ‘I can see the 

whole school and I do know that every decision will impact on someone else’.
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SUSAN (Pseudonym)

Age; 44 years

Time as principal: 9 years

Type of school: Co-educational, community school 

Location; County Meath

Where the relationship is right, regardless of the ability the child will engage 
and that for me is the most important thing, you know. And there is a good 
recognition of that in this school that if the relationship is right and it’s positive 
then it makes the whole learning experience for the students more meaningful.

Susan came back to the Irish education system after having worked as a teacher 

in the English system for seven years. Her reasons for becoming a teacher were simple, 

since she had always been interested in education, had had a very positive and fulfilling 

experience while she was in school, and loved working with young people. When I 

asked her to elaborate on the positive school experiences that had inspired her to 

become a teacher, she recalled good friends and kind, considerate teachers. Her Irish 

language teacher in particular proved extremely influential because of the positive 

relationships she had with her students and this led Susan to see ‘how important 

relationship is in the learning situation’. Part of her inspiration also came from her aunt, 

who was a teacher. Susan explained that; ‘she would have been very influential in terms 

of my own education and in terms of assisting me in accessing opportunities that I 

wouldn’t have had otherwise’. Thus, Susan grew up with conversations around 

education and learning and the benefits associated with them.

Susan revealed that there were more opportunities in the English system for 

leadership roles. As a teacher there she had countless opportunities to work with others 

in teams and was encouraged to do more collaborative work. Those experiences helped 

her become more adept at handling leadership roles. When she came back to Ireland, 

she came to a brand new school on a green field site. In her second year she was given 

an assistant principal’s post and was charged with setting up provision for a transition 

year programme. She described this as: ‘an important role in the school at the time and I 

was given full reign, which was great. So then deputy principalship came up and I went 

for that and then the principalship was just a natural step from there’.

When 1 asked if her own experiences as a teacher, working with principals in 

England and in Ireland, helped her in deciding to apply for a principalship, Susan 

replied that her experience in England was very different from Ireland since in England 

principals (or head teachers) were not as accessible as in Ireland. ‘In the English system

259



the principal was a far more removed figure’, especially since it was a big school. By

contrast the principal for whom she worked ‘was very accessible and he was more like a

friend’. Also, because she was immediately placed in a middle management position

she worked very closely with him and this helped develop a more casual and friendly

relationship. Furthermore, it was a new school and that fact allowed for greater chances

of conversation and interaction with the principal.

However, my assessment of her style of leadership was that she followed more

the English model than tlie one she had encountered in Ireland. She acknowledged that

she did not spend much time in the staffroom but insisted that she had conversations

with the three deputy principals in the school. She made sure that she and the deputies

were available and accessible to the teachers at all times and that they moved around the

corridors in case someone needed help. Her own job as principal apparently did not give

her enough time to meet with teachers regularly.

Susan was quite vociferous in rejecting the idea that her teaching experience

prepared her in any way for her present role. She even went to the extent of saying that

the work she did as a deputy principal for seven years had not prepared her for being a

principal, ‘it was so, so different when I took on the role of principal’. She believed it

was luck that when she took on the post of principal the principal who had been there

before her was very supportive and provided her with guidance. ‘I felt in that first year

that he...his support was tremendous, because I felt that he knew exactly what the

situation was like, he knew the context you know and he also knew the role so

well...you know’. She claimed that mentoring was especially important in a situation

such as hers and that her own experiences of being mentored ensured that she

understood its importance for teachers. She was also of the view that principals should

continue teaching even if only on a small scale. The administrative side of the job of

principal tended to take her away from the teachers and students, however.

1 think that there is a great argument for the principal to teach. And I have...like 
when I was deputy I continued with my classes, hut I haven't been able as 
principal to continue with even a class. So even in terms of empathising with 
teachers and in terms of getting to know students it is so important but 1 haven’t 
managed to get that right. I would love to but I haven 7 been able to.

She claimed that she had very good relationships with teachers in her school. 

However, she suggested that there might always be problematic teachers but was sure 

that if one was understanding of their issues and tried to resolve them, such teachers 

should not pose a great problem. Susan never found delegation of responsibilities to be
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a difficulty because she found that most teachers were willing to take on new projects 

and work on them simply because they liked taking up responsibilities and being 

accountable for them. She believed in sharing and distributing responsibilities and 

encouraging teachers to take on leadership roles. As a new principal she found that the 

school’s existing mission statement suited the ideas that she had for the school, so she 

simply encouraged further active participation from the teachers and this reinforced the 

values of the mission statement. As principal of a multidenominational school she 

mentioned the importance of making all the students feel included and cared for, by 

celebrating the different cultures they had in the school. By building strong bonds with 

students, and making them feel that they belonged to the school community, positive 

relationships could be built. In turn, this helped students achieve the requirements to 

enter third level education.

She preferred a more democratic approach in running her school and displayed 

trust in the ability of her teachers and deputy principals to make certain decisions 

without checking in with her every time, but she would make a decision if that was what 

was needed. ‘When people look to you for leadership you have to be able to make those 

decisions ... telling them that this is what we are going to do. [pause] The rest of the 

time 1 am very much into the freedom and they appreciate that’.

Susan was so focused on positive relationship building between teachers and 

students that it did not come as a surprise when she mentioned the importance of 

pastoral care in the development of students. However, believing that they were more 

about ‘teaching and learning’ she admitted that there was a stronger focus on the 

academic side of students’ development in her school. She acknowledged the 

importance of pastoral care but claimed that ‘as a staff [they] have spent the last number 

of years bringing the academics at least side by side and maybe putting more of an 

emphasis on the teaching and learning while recognising how important pastoral care 

is’; thus giving more significance to fulfilling pedagogical demands and expectations, 

rather than focusing on a holistic education of the students.
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TIMOTHY (Pseudonym)

Age: 56 years

Time as principal: 10 years

Type of school: All-boys secondary school

Location: County Dublin

1 think the most important thing is having a good working relationship with the 
staff and getting them involved in decision-making wherever possible and taking 
ownership of the policies and ideas in the school.

Timothy remembered growing up in a large family and being its first member to

go to college. His own parents had had only basic education. His father was a carpenter.

Although there was no academic background in his family to inspire him, he did get

immense support and encouragement from his family. The subjects I was good at in

school were Irish and mathematics, and I wanted to pursue them at third level. And at

that time the obvious course after that would be teaching’. His desire for self-

improvement led to his undertaking a post-graduate teaching qualification, followed by

courses in information technology, and in media studies. The school he worked for
during his teaching practice hired him for a teaching post and soon after he was

nominated to the board of management. He referred to his journey into teaching as a

‘simple and smooth process’. His experiences while serving on the board of

management gave him a greater understanding about the tunning of the school and other

management issues, which then made his transition to principalship seem quite natural.

Unlike some of the other principals whom I interviewed, Timothy insisted that his

teaching experience helped him not only in understanding the curriculum, but also

because he was more conscious of the needs of students.

To?/ had an understanding of the cidture of the school, the type of students you 
had in the school... and you get to know them through meeting with the parents, 
and formal parent teacher meetings, and one-to-one parent teacher meetings 
you get to know parents.

He claimed that, coming from a teaching background, he never considered 

himself to be ‘in an ivory tower detached from the rest of the school’ but said he was 

fully conscious of ‘the culture of the school, of the syllabus requirements, of the 

examination structure and of the parents’. As a new principal he encountered problems 

in dealing with certain teachers, but his personal vigour, and enthusiasm for learning 

new ways to combat whatever problems came along led him to work hard at trying to 

resolve various issues. He learned that he could not please every teacher and so only

262



worked with as many as he could. He realised that ‘the most important thing is having a 

good working relationship with the staff and getting them involved in decision-making 

wherever possible and taking ownership of the policies and ideas in the school’.

In his particular case delegation was not an option as the post of responsibility 

structure did not allow him to compel staff to take on extra responsibilities. His way of 

dealing with this issue was to delegate both formally and informally and gave teachers a 

choice as to whether they wanted to take initiative. He talked at length about the staff 

whom he had and said he thought himself very lucky since there were plenty of teachers 

on the staff who did extra work voluntarily and in their own time. ‘So that is the kind of 

attitude I generally have from the teachers and long may it last. It’s quite encouraging 

and gives everybody energy’. Timothy ackjiowledged that a balance between the use of 

authority and democracy was essential. He recognised that bringing every person ‘on 

board’ would not be easy but he accepted that this was how principals were now 

expected to work. ‘So democracy in education is important because you are not going to 

develop policies and bring new ideas forward unless you have discussed them with the 

partners involved and taken ownership of them’.

He candidly spoke of the hardships he faced as a new principal during his first 

two years and described how he responded to them. ‘A lot of the time I was reactionary, 

I would have been more authoritative in the wrong sense, that look I am the principal. 

I’ve made this decision and this is it. And it simply backfired because I was going about 

it the wrong way’. He believed that over the years since he had managed to mellow. He 

also admitted that he was not great at communicating and needed to ‘communicate more 

effectively and in a different way’. Thus, he changed his attitude so that he started 

seeking the teachers’ opinions and ideas, which resulted in their feeling respected 

because they were being involved.

Now that is something that 1 am learning all the time that yon are really ...that 
you don 7 have to be on your own all the time, you ’re not on your own. 
Sometimes you are, hut there is a lot of the time that when a difficulty arises, so 
you can alw’ays go to someone and say that I want to resolve this matter and I 
need your help.

Timothy considered himself more a manager than a leader and he also admitted 

that, while initially he was not good at delegating, he had, over the years, become more 

collaborative in his approach. ‘Gradually I realised that I didn’t have to do everything, 

so I started delegating a bit more. I guess I started trusting my teachers more’.
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CHARLOTTE (Pseudonym)

Age: 53 years

Time as principal; 10 years

Type of school; All-girls, community college

Location: County Dublin

/ tiy not to walk on toes, because I do believe that part of the job is keeping 
eveiybody working with evetybody, you know at the end of the day the 
classroom is the most important. So they have to be reasonably happy and good 
in their heads, to go into the classrooms and keep the children well. So if they 
feel that management is on their back and no one to keep them secure.... So 1 
have to keep them reasonably happy.

Charlotte suggested that, like most teachers, she drifted into teaching. At the 

time she left school there were very few professions girls could opt for, the most 

common being in nursing, teaching or working in a bank. Initially she loved the idea of 

joining a primary school because she liked children and also because she came from a 

large family in which there were many younger children. ‘But I didn’t get into primary 

school teaching, failed it, didn’t get in, [because I] couldn’t sing’. However, that failure 

did not deter her and she went on to study for a degree in science and later a Higher 

Diploma in Education. Soon after, she started teaching. ‘My parents wouldn’t be well- 

educated, so it was teaching was sort of what one could do or a doctor or a nurse was 

what you could become back then’. Charlotte was not the only member of her family 

who ended up in the teaching profession. Her older sister was a teacher and her older 

brother was a physical education teacher. Although there was an absence of a family 

tradition in education she, along with her siblings, managed to make a better place for 

herself by entering the teaching profession. But she did not mention any desire to teach 

or a love for teaching as most of the other principals did.

After only five years in her teaching post Charlotte started looking for 

promotion, as she had realised she was ambitious. ‘People would have told me when I 

was at school. I was always a bit of a leader anyway, I didn’t know that. But when you 

start seeing people applying for promotions... I was like they are applying so I was 

going to apply as well’. She got an A-post^ very early in her career and her ambition to 

go further incited her to apply for a post as deputy principal but she was unsuccessful 

for many years. She mentioned her involvement with the union and thought that it 

contributed to her not getting a job as a deputy principal for almost ten years, claiming;

’’ A system of promoted, and better paid, posts in Irish schools often considered a bridge to principalship.
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‘some people would have been a bit fearful of me because I would have been seen as 

being, not really a threat, but being very outspoken, no not fearful, not fearful, I would 

never be seen as a threat but I would be seen as maybe being a bit of a loose cannon. 

You know I’d be seen as being very straight and speak from the hip’.

When, evenmally, Charlotte applied for a principalship she had a more positive 

response which she, again, attributed to her connection with the union, since she knew 

people involved in the selection committee. ‘I suppose maybe they saw that I was 

honest and had ability you know, and while I might be outspoken, but that I had the 

ability’. She admitted that it was extremely important for the principal to have a clear 

understanding of what it was like in the classroom. ‘Like I wouldn’t be in favour of 

principals in schools who aren’t teachers...because you have to have empathy for 

what’s going on in the classroom you have to have knowledge of what it’s like in a 

classroom’.

Initially she found it hard to cope with the pressures of managing the school 

since she believed that she did not have the right experience or even the right training 

for the work. ‘Like I came in as a very capable A-post [holder] but I hadn’t a clue about 

actual management, I never, in all the courses I did I never did anything in 

management’. As an assistant principal she did not feel that she had gained any 

management experience and because of that she kept on applying for the post of deputy 

principal for many years but was not successful. For Charlotte, having a teaching 

background was essential before becoming a principal, but it was equally important to 

have management experience before being given the job of looking after an entire 

school. ‘Given that one day you are a regular classroom teacher with eighteen hours and 

the next day you’re a principal, in the principal’s office and you are in charge...totally 

in charge of everything that happens in the school’. She called it a huge risk but claimed 

that she gradually got used to handling the pressures that came with the job.

Charlotte suggested that she made some mistakes initially. She had tried to be 

very accommodating by asking teachers about the classes that they would like for the 

next year when setting up the timetable, but she came to see this as a mistake and 

vowed never to do the same again. The solution, she decided, was not to ask teachers 

for a ‘wish list’. As she put it: ‘don’t accommodate everybody’s wishes accommodate 

some and that’s not being mean-minded, because the reality is it is very, very difficult’. 

However, Charlotte pointed out that such an apparently selective attitude could lead to 

‘petty jealousies amongst the staff and they begin to think that “Oh she is in with
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principal so the principal always gives her what she wants” and you don’t you are trying 

to be fair, but it is impossible to be fair. So that is one mistake that I felt I made. Now 

because of my personality I have been able to get over it, but a principal could make a 

big mistake doing that, you know’.

Charlotte referred to her staff in a very positive way but had had experiences 

with some people whom she considered to be very difficult teachers. Nonetheless, 

overall, she insisted; ‘teachers are great really. You know teachers are just people really. 

There are some that are always with you no matter what, and there are some who will 

never come with you’. Her aim as school leader was to encourage both teachers and 

students to feel part of the school community by getting them involved in different 

school activities. Evidence of her willingness to do whatever might be necessary to 

incorporate pupils into the life of the school came when she spoke of a situation of a 

kind no other principal whom I had interviewed mentioned. Six students came to her 

school for only two hours a day. As she explained; ‘ [It was] either two hours a day or 

nothing, because they were so awful, and when I say awful now these will be...like 

some of them will be in the care system. Social workers were delighted that we would 

even take them for two hours a day. So we have them and we’ve kept them in a small 
group of their own, one teacher works with them and that’s two hours a day’. Charlotte 

had faced considerable criticism from the staff for this special treatment but her stance 

was to say that ‘this year now they would have been with us for a year, they tmst us 

now, they don’t use bad language at me... they don’t. Like they have good days and bad 

days, now some days they come in and their heads are wrecked’. But this she 

considered progress. ‘The fact that they are here means that they have found a place 

where they can actually feel safe’. Her pride in mentioning her students, and in 

particular these six, displayed her passion about the work she was doing. To me she 

emerged more as a pastoral care giver than merely a principal, looking after a school 

because she displayed a deep understanding of the needs of students and made sure that 

teachers were fully aware of those needs. She claimed that the support she, along with 

certain class teachers and the home school liaison teacher, managed to provide these 

students had apparently brought about positive change in their attitudes.

Charlotte admitted that she was not good at delegating responsibilities and 

considered herself her own ‘worst enemy’ as far as delegation was concerned because 

she prefemed doing things herself, rather than asking teachers to undertake tasks and 

having to check that they had carried out the work. She justified her attitude towards
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asking teachers to do any extra work by referring to the ‘tradition in teaching that some 

teachers are not good at doing extra, over and above their actual classroom work and the 

ethos in the Irish system hasn’t been great for getting people to take on extra things’. 

Her entire style suggested that she was a facilitative leader and she claimed that arguing 

with teachers over problems for which they might be responsible was extremely 

draining on her neiwes. However, she referred to herself as being very ‘dominant and 

loud’ and because of her own exuberance and love for hard work she expected the same 

from teachers. ‘So trying to get the best out of people, I find that quite frustrating now’. 

Charlotte joked about wanting to be a dictator despite the fact that she considered 

herself to be a ‘real democrat’, but quickly reverted to the idea of being a ‘benevolent 

dictator’ saying that ‘everybody thrives under benevolent dictatorship’ as total 

democracy, she suggested, especially in a school setting, was not possible. However, 

she also presented another distinct quality to her leadership when she tackled the 

authoritarian culture that had previously existed in the school as a result of the divide 

created by seniority in the staff
As a leader she believed in providing support and resources to teachers to help

them look after students’ needs more effectively. Her entire focus seemed to be on the

provision of care for students with behavioural issues. She displayed a keen insight into

why certain students misbehaved in their classes.
You see it’s a combination...the children who end up...the street children 
basically ...the children that we can 7 cope with in the schools there’s usually a 
disadvantage somewhere in the background, they have dysfmction, 
disadvantage, dis-whatever that they haven 7 been minded well as children 
because their parents haven 7 been able, and then on top of that generally they 
have a learning difficulty of some sort, so they themselves can 7 think straight.

For Charlotte the type of school that she was ninning could not focus purely on 

academic achievement. Considering the backgrounds most of the students came from, 

and the issues they brought with them into the school, their pastoral needs were far 

more important. ‘If the kids are happy...the kids are happy...at the end of the day it is 

only junior certificate you know. And I’ve got to rationalise that it’s better that they are 

ordinary and are happy rather than dropping out of school altogether. Definitely’. 

Academic achievement in her opinion should never be ‘the be all and end all’.
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Table 8.2 given below offers an insight into my understanding of the journeys 

undertaken by the second group of principals with experiences varying between 6-10 

years, and how a combination of their personalities and contextual influences led them 

to behave in specific ways.

PRINCIPALS PAST INFLUENCES ON CURRENT LEADERSHIP STYLES AND LINKS 
WITH THE LITERATURE

SAMUEL Inspiration came from his mother and an unele who developed in him love for deep 
reflection and learning or what Laevers (2000) refers to as ‘deep-level-leaniing’ (p 1) 
which is said to develop critieality in educational evaluation and promoting a keener 
understanding of real life situations while rejecting ‘superficial learning’ (p 1). Such 
positive and meaningful experiences, in his view, led him to be more conscious of the 
real needs of teachers and students in his sehool and he presented himself more as a 
visionary leader who encouraged a culture based on collaboration while providing 
instruction. He admitted being more democratic at the outset, however, due to internal 
expectations of the teachers he was forced to resort to a more directive approach where 
he ended up making decisions even for small issues.
Unlike Brian who was more authoritarian in liis approach and was forced to take on a 
more democratic stance in eertain situations, Samuel came from a more diverse 
experience and wanted to develop a culture of shared responsibilities and 
aecountabilities, but admitted that it had taken him a few years to finally get around to 
talking about his agendas and attempting to promote such a culture. Importanee is now 
being placed on early childhood education to ‘provide richer educational experiences 
for all children, including those who are vulnerable and disadvantaged; to engage 
children of varying abilities and backgrounds; to connect with a diverse array of 
families’ (Sheridan, et al. 2009). And to achieve such a culture the school leader needs 
to develop skills that lead her/him towards a deeper understanding of the expectations 
and needs within the school through ‘personal reflection’ (Sheridan et al. 2009). Such a 
reflective approach towards all his work and in his dealing with people aroiuid him is 
something that Samuel said was developed in him at a very young age.

MICHAEL Parents were very supportive, and his secondary school teachers influenced him into 
seemg his own strengths and ability to communicate witli others. In other words, his 
teachers acted out their roles of leadership in taking responsibility for ensuring that the 
students felt they were understood and tlirough that understanding they managed to 
guide them towards the most appropriate and suitable actions that may highlight their 
real potential. Katzenmeyer and Moller (2009) suggest that ‘within ev'ery school there 
is a sleeping giant of teacher leadership that can be a strong catalyst for making 
changes to improve student learning’ (p 2). Thus, Michael emerged as a facilitative 
principal who encouraged teachers to work on different initiatives. He liked working 
alongside the teachers rather than dictating terms to them and by encouraging them to 
take on leadership roles where they made different decisions and took on various 
responsibilities through which he said he was able to provide more meaningful and 
constructive experiences for students.

PETER Very positive secondary school experiences with inspirational teachers. Like Michael, 
Peter also acknowledged the hard work his teachers were doing. And remembered how 
he had been greatly influenced by his owm teachers as a smdent. Such positive 
relationships seemed to strengthen his owm understanding of the importance of the 
teachers’ role in a young person’s life. For this purpose he spoke of his belief in 
encouraging shared learning and collaborative work but believed in providing structure 
and plaiming. As a principal of a fee-paying school he did not display a myopic view 
of his position as sehool leader, instead; due to his diverse experiences of having 
worked with DEIS schools and a failing school, in his view gave him a greater 
imderstanding of how to approach teachers and students and develop a culture of 
shared learning.

TED His parents developed in him an understanding of the benefits of a ‘good’ education 
and tlie encouragement he got m school proved ‘life-changing’. The equalising aspect 
of gaining an education irrespective of where you are coming from ‘is a caicial
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detenninant of the extent of equality of opportunity and intergenerational mobility 
achieved by societies’ (Schuetz, Ursprung, & Woessmann 2005, p 1). His owm positive 
experience in school and the encouragement he received from home, led him to 
develop a similar positive atmosphere for his teachers and students. He presented 
himself as an understanding and compassionate principal who believed in a democratic 
and collaborative school culture but believed in taking interventional measures if 
required. By bringing about balance between his use of authority and provision of 
democracy he recognised the ‘deeply integrated relationship that exists between 
education and tlie economic, politicial, socio-cultural and affective systems in society’ 
(Lynch & Baker 2005, p 132). His own childhood experiences of being treated fairly in 
school led him to follow the same while setting up his own approach for running his 
school and including a ‘full range of human intelligences and the full range of human 
achievements...to engage critically with difference and to analyse and challenge 
inequality’ (p 154).

STEPHEN His personal drive and motivation to positively influence pupils, led him into teaching, 
although tliere are tliose who argue ‘that teachers cannot directly motivate but can 
provide opportunities for achievement that will be motivating’ (Sutherland et al. 2004, 
p79).
Stephen turned out to be one of the few principals who did not recall any strong 
inspirational influences in his past life as a child, a student or as a teacher. It could, 
however, be argued that the personal motivation of positively influencing his students 
led him to becoming a facilitative principal who believed in achieving sustainability 
tlirough shared leadersliip.
A facilitative principal who helped build positive relationships between teachers and 
students for sustained teaching and learning, he also believed in shared leadership 
where he moved from the idea of ‘control to empowennent and thus towards the 
source of motivation that is internal to the self [...] engaging young people with 
meaningful learning experiences [while allowing] teachers to view themselves as 
learners too’ (Sutherland et al. 2004. p 87).

SARAH She did not come from a strong educational family background but belonging to a 
large family her parents and in particular her mother instilled a deep love for learning 
and education in her at a very young age. It was probably tliis love for learning that led 
her into the teaching profession and once she started teaching she loved it. Although 
there seems no significant connection between her past and her decision to becoming a 
teacher and consequently a principal, one may attribute her love for learning as being 
the greatest inspiration that influenced her practice as pruicipal. She claimed to have 
built a learning eominunity that developed comiections between people botli ‘socially 
and intellectually [as] building a learning coirmiunity is tantamount to developing a 
commitment to shared learning’ (Prawat 1993, p 9). She spoke of her passion for 
working with clrildren coming from disadvantaged backgrounds and felt that she knew 
what their experiences were as she disclosed coming from a big family having nothing 
and sumggling. The whole idea of learning and education had been intrinsically 
important for her and had benefitted her in the long term. Thus, she strove to establish 
tliat same love for learning and a sense of coimnitment in her teachers and students 
tlirough developing a culture of shared and collaborative leaniing.
She emerged as an instructional leader who in her owm words believed in distribution 
of responsibilities rather than delegation. She worked strategically to involve teachers 
who exhibited a willingness to work on new initiatives and showed a willingness to 
leam new ideas and implement them. In doing that she showed herself to be an 
effective principal by becoming a learner through participation in staff development 
programmes and being a part of that shared learning experience (Blase & Blase 2000, p 
135). Through her words she exemplified the claim that such collaborative work may 
lead to ‘increased teacher motivation, self-esteem, efficacy, and reflective behaviour, 
such as risk taking, instructional variety, and innovation/creativity’ (Blase & Blase 
2000, p 136).

SUSAN She had always been interested in education, had a very positive school experience and 
loved working with young people. Tliis interest in working with young people seemed 
to emanate from the positive relationships that she had with some of her teachers. She 
grew up realising the importanee of such associations and it encouraged her to display 
the same conunitment towards her students. These past experiences seemed to have 
influenced her approach as a principal since she adopted a democratic stance to
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develop her teachers’ potential to the optimum and consequently to assist students to 
gain maximum benefits Irom their educational experiences. She seemed to support tlie 
notion that ‘free democratic coimnunities depend on mutual responsibility and that 
rights without obligations are ultimately not sustainable’ (Battistoni 1997, p 151). She 
spoke of the importance of participation by teachers and students and supported the 
ultimate goal of a democratic system of education where students are encouraged to 
develop ‘persuasive speaking and writing abilities in order tliat they might better 
communicate and deliberate in the public arena’ (p 153). Thus, ‘learning is seen as the 
key to making organizations more democratic, more responsive to change, and to 
creating organizations in which individuals can grow and develop’ (Starkey 1998, p 
536),
As a democratic principal she believed in positive relationship building between 
teachers and students through collaborative and shared learning thus following the idea 
that such collaborative work may lead to what Blase and Blase (2000) refer to as 
‘increased teacher motivation, self-esteem, efficacy, and reflective behaviour, such as 
risk taking, instructional variety, and innovation/creativity’ (p 136). Hers was a similar 
attitude as that exemplified by Sarah that may influence students positively.

TIMOTHY He came from a family with no strong educational background but was encouraged and 
supported by his parents to pursue liigher education. It was also his personal inclination 
for self-improvement that led him to follow this path. Timothy was one of the few 
principals who did not identify any specific influences Ifom his past life that proved 
inspirational in determining Iris current leadership style.
He claimed that he started as an authoritarian principal but over the years due to 
teachers’ expectations and demands he changed to being more collaborative and 
facilitative. He acknowledged that he was not great at communicating and accepted the 
need to change such an attitude.

CHARLOTTE Her initiation into teaching was more a result of a desire for self-improvement than 
anything else, since she came from a family that did not have a strong educational 
background. And coming from a background where there was disadvantage she 
displayed a keener understanding for the needs of students coming from similar 
backgrounds. Gaining an education and getting into the teaching profession seemed her 
way of breaking away fi'om the feeling of disadvantage she and her siblings may have 
felt due to lack of any strong educational background in their family. Such a 
disadvantage in the fatnily due to low levels of parental education has also been linked 
to ‘poorer academic outcomes’ (DuBois 2001, p 135) which in Charlotte’s case had an 
opposite effect in that it led her to become ambitious in her desire to gain a certain 
place in the teaching profession which to her was one of the few well-respected and 
well-reputed professions at the time she applied for a job. Thus, proving that ‘shidents 
Ifom less advantaged fantily backgrounds are not inevitably doomed to educational 
failure’ (p 133). Such a keen understanding of her own family situation and how it 
influenced her into making life changing decisions for herself led her to work hard to 
ensure that their school provided tire necessary support and care that she claimed was 
missing Ifom the lives of most of the girls in her school. She showed herself to be an 
extremely supportive and facilitative principal, who was focused on the well-being of 
her pupils. For this purpose she encouraged collaboration with and involvement from 
the teachers.
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8.2.3 VIGNETTES OE PRINCIPALS’ STORIES:
(11 years and above as principals)

ADAM (Pseudonym)

Age; 55 years

Time as principal: 11 years

Type of school: All-boys secondary school

Location; County Dublin

We have a circular system, not linear but circular so there is consultation, and 
there’s cooperation and there’s people working together. Now sometimes you 
have to he the boss, sometimes you have to crack the whip and say... but most of 
the issues we deal with over here we deal with them in a circular fashion, people 
get to have input and they own the decisions.

Adam always wanted to be a teacher even as a small child, since he came from a 

family with a teaching background. Coming into the profession seemed like the simplest 

choice for Adam to make for himself, as he grew up being constantly reminded by his 

father, who had also been a principal, that teaching had been part of the family for 

generations.

Like I didn 7 make a choice of becoming a teacher over anything else, I didn 7 
compare it with anything else, I didn't drift into it...from the time 1 was that 
high, [indicated with his hand to show that he was child at the time he decided 
he wanted to be a teacher] I just wanted to be a teacher, so here I am.

After 11 years of teaching in a religious school Adam decided to apply for the

post of principal there. This was the first year the post had been available to a lay

person. Previously it had always been a religious person who was principal. Although

his interview went well and he got an encouraging response from the board he was not

successful. He decided to pursue courses in management and then an M.Ed in Action

Research, while continuing with his teaching. And it was almost 23 years after starting

in the school as a teacher that he was made principal, because, for him, leaving the

school was not an option. When I asked him why had he decided to stay he mentioned

his personal affiliations with the school and replied:

/ am a past pupil of this school and I wanted to stay here. It was about wanting 
to give back to my school since it had been such a positive experience both for 
me and other members of my family. I have veiy strong ties with this school in 
here [pointing towards his heart] oh yes very much so...a very emotional 
relationship.
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The school seemed to have had a very strong and positive impact on Adam and 

on others, as revealed by the fact that there were then eight past pupils of the school 

working there in various teaching/management capacities. He reported that there were 

then several students who wanted to come back as teachers and serv’e a school that had 

given them so much support.

Adam thought that his teaching experience helped him in his role as principal. 

He admitted that he found it easier to make the transition from teaching to management 

as a result of this. As far as his handling of management issues in the school was 

concerned, he claimed that; ‘in my own head I was always a manager in my classroom I 

didn’t just see myself as a teacher I saw myself as a manager of learning and I think that 

helped me’. He was head of pastoral care for one year before he became a principal and 

the Master’s he undertook also prepared him for the task of looking after the school. He 

looked at his new job as another teaching role but one in which he was no longer 

teaching students, but was now teaching the teachers. It seemed that since he had started 

teaching at a very young age and his own teaching experience had been very rewarding 

he was more inclined to employing young people. His reasons for wanting to work with 

more young people were simply that ‘they want to be taught and they want to be led. 
Whereas the older generation might have been closed... these younger, modern people 

are more open to learning and they are open to taking advice, and they are open to 

listening. So we have been very fortunate’.

He did not believe in leaving any difference of opinion unresolved and liked to 

talk things out with the staff. It was this open communication that, in his opinion, made 

for a more positive atmosphere in the school. ‘There are no rifts. We don’t do rifts 

here...not at all. We do respectful difference of opinion and we find a compromise’. He 

aspired to give a good example for teachers to follow and his collaborative work with 

the deputy principal gave him the chance to show how well the staff can work in a team. 

‘I believe that people see that and they respond to that and they respect it. And the fact 

that we can argue.. .where we have a difference of opinion, we can argue it out and then 

compromise, I think that is a good example’. For Adam, it was important to develop 

trust with the different individuals and agencies working both outside and within the 

school.

He experienced great pride in the fact that people in the school had always had 

very good relationships. ‘I mean that is what it is all about. Running any organisation 

where people are at the centre of the organisation...it’s about the quality of human
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relationships, it is not about anything else’. Adam believed that anyone could sit in the

principal’s office and ‘fiddle with the work’ that needed to be done but ‘nmning the

school takes place out there not in here. It happens somewhere out there, out there in the

corridor with the children, with the teachers, with the other staff and we...like the

deputy principal and myself, we are always out there...always out there’. Such

communication, he thought, resulted in long-term, positive benefits. He was happy that

people could easily approach him to talk. He also referred to the backgrounds that the

majority of students came from and insisted it was imperative for staff in the school to

be available to the students. The students who had: ‘learning issues and personal,

emotional issues. We would have a broad spectrum of children with disadvantage as I

said some with learning issues only and others with personal and family issues that are

creating great disadvantage for them’. Providing these pupils a chance to experience

positive relationships would, in his view, prove extremely beneficial. Reflecting on

what the staff believed to be the role of education and their practice in this regard Adam

claimed it was crucial to have a culture of care.
/ think that if the school has the culture of care and the value of care and taking 
care of every single person in the organisation at the centre of its process of 
education, then education is very significant. But if there isn 7 a culture of care 
or if there aren 7 procedures and processes that evoke care and elucidate care 
and iUinninate care then it is the same as being in a football team or being in a 
supermarket, just veiy mechanical

For him, education and pastoral care were synonymous. He was sure that both 

staff and students believed they were cared for and regarded their school as ‘an 

oasis....they know that if they are troubled that we have enough people to look after 

them and take care of them’.

Adam believed that democracy was important as long as it involved being 

respectful and mindful of other people.

What 1 say to them is that 1 have the same rights in the organisation as a worker 
as you have, we all have equal rights here, therefore we should all be treated 
equally. So I expect you to treat me in the same way as I would treat you. Like if 
you have a problem with the way that I am treating you then I would want you to 
say something and I would fix it...I’ll put my hands up and I’ll apologise and I’ll 
expect you to do the same... so a combination of authority and democracy.

He believed delegating responsibilities to be valuable, both for himself, since he 

could not do everything, and because he realised that if one ‘give[s] them [teachers] the 

opportunity to shine... they will shine, and if they don’t well then you will have to tell 

them and say that look this is the problem’. He emphasised the use of the word ‘we’ as
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opposed to ‘F. For him ‘we’ involved shared leadership and ‘F implied authority and 

management. He considered himself to be following a style of management under 

which he tried to bring all the teachers along with him and to give them a sense of 

ownership. He mentioned his strategy of allowing teachers to experiment with new 

ideas even if he could see that an idea was going to fail. At this point he reiterated the 

positive influence that families in general and parents in particular can have on the 

development of children. He remembered that his own ‘parents’ influence had been 

huge...We probably don’t even realise it at the time but it is a massive influence. And 

now I am bringing that with me in practice as a principal’.

Having dealt with countless issues involving troubled parents, teachers and 

students he believed that ‘because I have my life experience and my reflection on it, it 

has taught me how to deal with all of this in a non-judgemental or a non-aggressive 

way. Now I can have a temper, I can get annoyed just the same as anybody else, but this 

is not the place’. If he could not maintain a calm and composed attitude he feared there 

would be chaos in the school. His strategy in dealing with issues confronting him in 

school was to try to ‘win in inches’. He applied the same attitude when bringing in new 

initiatives or plans for teachers. He would always bring them in gradually, rather than 
pushing them on the staff

He expected teachers to work towards the holistic development of students by 
concentrating on their academic, spiritual, social, personal and physical development. 

He did not believe in looking only at exam results, rather, for him, the holistic 

development of the child was more important. His planning as a leader was always 

geared towards developing a culture that would make every student feel ‘accepted and 

respected’ irrespective of level of achievement. ‘I have no problem defending that 

position. No problem... that is my personal philosophy of education which as the leader 

and as the principal guides the school and I am prepared to stand up and fight for that 

philosophy anywhere’.
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SYLVIA (Pseudonym)

Age; 50 years

Time as principal: 13 years

Type of school; Co-educational secondary school

Location; County Westmeath

I think children learn from children more now than they do from adults at times. 
Also the world that they live in they feel veiy unsafe. Many of the children 
particularly if they are coming from tnincated type backgrounds really love the 
sa fety of school, the structures of .school and for many of them, that’s where the 
security lies.

Sylvia, after leaving school, was unclear about whether to study social science, 

law or teaching. However, while working with juvenile offenders for her undergraduate 

thesis she realised her time calling. In addition, her keen interest in subjects like ethics 

and sociology led her to go into teaching. As she put it: ‘working with students who 

were young offenders and had come through the court system... I moved to working in 

the vocational system, working with children who had learning difficulties’. While 

reminiscing about her early years as a teacher in the 1980s, she remembered how 

children with learning difficulties were not accommodated in the voluntary secondary 

system. ‘I suppose when I was employed, I was employed specifically to look at 

learning with remedial education and compensatory education at that stage’.

Her transition from being a teacher to being a principal was not an overnight 

development. She had, in a way, been prepared for a management role when she was 

appointed as a teacher. ‘When I took up my position I was told I was not a teacher of 

subjects, I was a teacher of students and as such I was to liaise with as many people as I 

could in such a way that those children got the very best’. As previously mentioned, her 

keen interest in subjects such as ethics and sociology seems to have strengthened her 

desire to focus on the holistic development of students with learning difficulties and to 

ensure that there were support systems available for them to rely on. Such a focus led 

her to liaise with her colleagues, with the primary schools the students came from and 

with parents, to keep them informed about their children’s progress.

It was Sylvia’s work as teacher and home-school liaison person that led her to 

her present position. At the time of the interview she was on secondment for three years 

to the Department of Education and Skills, and was involved in the training of newly 

appointed principals and deputy principals. ‘I work with established principals around 

continuing professional development and I work with teachers who are aspiring to
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become principals and deputy principals’. She seemed driven by a desire to bring about 

an improvement in schools through training colleagues to provide greater support and 

help to the students, especially students with special needs and learning difficulties. 

This attitude seemed to emanate from a strong desire for self-improvement and an 

intrinsic motivation to improve provision in those fields.

Sylvia acknowledged that it would have been impossible to have carried out her 

job as a principal if she had not come from a teaching background. Her experiences as a 

teacher prepared her for the hard tasks ahead, and allowed her to commit herself ‘to the 

students rather than the system’. She believed that such commitment could come only if 

one had spent a substantial length of time in classrooms working with students. This, 

she thought, would not only give one a better understanding of the needs of the students 

but would also assist in understanding the needs of teachers in a school. Consequently, 

her transition from teacher to principal was not a difficult one because she was familiar 

with the staff, the students and their families and this change proved beneficial for her 

own development as a person. Her own role she saw as being that of role model for 

teachers and students, in the sense that if she reacted negatively towards various 

situations the same negativity was bound to affect them all. She had taught herself to 

‘look at the bigger picture and say what am 1 really about, who am I really here to 

serve? And that kind of gives you that gusto to pursue it’.

Her approach, she said, was to treat all people in the school with equal respect 

and understanding in an attempt to build a community of adults who would ‘work 

together to provide role-models for children’. She accepted that it took ‘hard work to 

develop that commitment in the staff and acknowledged that the main reason for any 

differences she might have had with staff came from their seeing school policies as 

being the principal’s policies. ‘So there is always a small cohort and you have to 

concentrate on the larger group which are usually committed. And there is always a fine 

line as to how much energy you can put into the negative’.

Sylvia presented herself as a strategic leader in more ways than one. Her 

approach to the delegation of responsibilities amongst the staff focused on how best to 

make use of the strengths of individual teachers for various initiatives. Sylvia tried to 

work through the formal structures in place in the school but accepted that it was not 

always easy and, at times, she had to use a mix of different strategies. She 

acknowledged the limitations she faced and new appointments were made strategically
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so as to take in people who had an interest in certain areas that she wanted to develop in 

her school.

/ didn 7 have the leverage to say that look this is your area of responsibility this 
is what is expected now get on with it or I would have had a eonp. So 1 had to 
tread softly, build on the people that were willing and with people that were 
willing. Park some people and say right they got a few bits and then eveiy so 
often would tiy to I suppose put the imperative out there.

The level of trust she had in her staff, and they had in her, was a major 

contributing factor in the delegation process. The manner in which these responsibilities 

were distributed was also very open since it was a result of collaborative work and 

decisions made through mutual agreement. She changed the way they conducted their 

staff meetings and encouraged teachers to work ‘in clusters and focus groups around 

certain issues’. She also displayed strategic leadership in the way she dealt with those 

whom she considered to be problematic teachers by isolating them, in the hope that their 

‘negativity’ will be confined ‘amongst themselves’. As a result of this, as she put it; ‘I 

might have had six or eight groups coming back with the positives and then you would 

have the one negative’.

When asked about the overall effect of education, Sylvia reflected for a few

moments and then explained that she believed the influence of education was huge on

the lives of young people in her particular school. She remembered her own experiences

as a young girl and claimed she could still see those old passions reflected in the way

she interacted with her teachers and students.
In the way I work, in the values 1 hold, I would say yes an awful lot has come 
from my home and whatever ...but I would actually say that my areas of 
responsibility’ that I was offered when I was in school, the skills and 
competencies that I developed at that stage certainly gave me a confidence, so 1 
can only hope that we would do the same with our own young people.

Sylvia believed in giving responsibility to teachers, along with the authority to 

carry out policies. However, she believed in working strategically to limit this freedom. 

She used the analogy of an elastic band saying, ‘it’s coming and going all the time and 

it is knowing when to appropriately pull back or let out’. She did not see authority and 

democracy as mutually exclusive. Rather, she mentioned having a balance between the 

two. A similar balance, she felt, was required between the academic development and 

pastoral care of students. ‘They don’t exist independently. But again the conversations 

need to happen all of the time to articulate where they meet, where they intertwine and 

why they are important.... So unless I am respected as a student I won’t actually show

277



that respect to other people. And unless I can work with the others in my class, with my 

teachers. I’m not going to maximise’.

THOMAS (Pseudonym)

Age; 57 years

Time as principal: 15 years

Type of school; All-boys secondary school (fee-paying)

Location; County Dublin

/ would always talk to people, I am a big believer in tiying to talk to people, 
even if they are cross and annoyed I still think it is very important to keep 
talking and I’ve never ever... ever had a situation where I wasn’t talking to a 
member of the staff. It never works like that.

Thomas came from ‘a serious farming background’ and still had an interest in 

farming. He acknowledged that there was no teaching tradition in his family and a 

career as a teacher was not something that he really wanted. Going into business 

interested him more but circumstances led him towards teaching, and once he started 

there was no turning back since he realised that he ‘very much liked teaching’.

Although there was no single thing that inspired him into joining the teaching 

profession, Thomas remembered that he had very good teachers when he was in school 

and in particular a very good maths teacher. ‘And I’d say that that probably had been 

the single most influential thing.. .it makes a big difference. A good teacher has a lasting 

effect, whether you become a teacher or not, it has a lasting effect nonetheless’. Having 

taught for 18 years Thomas applied for the job of principal in the same school because 

‘it was almost a natural progression’. For the first time in the history of his school the 

post of principal was opened for lay applicants since previously it had always been the 

priests from different religious orders who took up that post. He initially had 

reservations about applying.

It’s a veiy difficult job because while on paper you are in-charge I am not 
terribly sure that you really are in-charge you know, because there are vety 
conflicting interests in a school ...with the students, the parent body and the 
hardest of all with the staff.
Thomas accepted that his understanding of the school’s teachers and students 

and the general life of the school gained during his teaching experience helped him 

immensely in becoming a ‘better principal’. However, he went on to reflect on the fact
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that he had become more administrative and that he did not have the time to walk 

around the corridors and spend as much time as he wanted, being with students and 

teachers. ‘Now I have fought that because I like to be on the ground...! like to be, like I 

still take games with the boys and I actually, I actually enjoy that and I like to be in the 

corridor; like you wouldn’t find me here [in his office] that much during the school 

day’.

He remembered when he was appointed principal of the school. It was quite 

sudden as the then principal got very ill and Thomas was automatically asked to take up 

that post. The entire experience was quite overwhelming for him because, although he 

knew the school as a teacher, dealing with school issues as a principal was a very 

different experience and one for which he thought he was not at all prepared. This was 

especially so since he admitted that the work of a principal had become more 

administrative in the years immediately prior to his appointment. For Thomas it was 

very important to be able to meet all the teachers and keep in close contact with them so 

as to be fully aware of their needs as well as those of students.

By including teachers in policy development in the school he believed that there 

was more ownership, in the sense that teachers could not simply exempt themselves on 

the gi'ound that they were independent individuals and could do whatever they wanted 

once they were in their classes. As he put it: ‘that died to a very great extent 

because.. .and that was very positive.. .because it did bring people together, it brought 

teachers together and it stopped that area of somebody saying that you know I’m the 

teacher, I do it my way and nothing else matters’. It was not only changes in teachers’ 

attitudes that Thomas discussed but also the changes that principals had to bring about 

in the manner in which they carried out their responsibilities. As a teacher he found the 

principal at that time decided everything and there were no discussions with teachers. 

He mentioned creating a culture during his own tenure that encouraged ‘collaboration 

with the teachers and the parents and as many people as you could. It did bring about a 

more receptive attitude to you know collective responsibility rather than a single 

person’s responsibility’. However, he accepted that teachers had to be fully in control of 

classes and the lessons they taught.
I do still think that teachers require to be independent ...quite independent. And 
then teachers teach in different ways you know, like you don 7 want eveiybody to 
be rigid because like looking back to my own teachers it was their individual 
personalities that actually I remember, more so than the ABC that they taught.
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Thomas accepted delegation was not his strongest point and said that, while he 

taisted his staff completely as far as the delivery of curriculum and the process of 

teaching was concerned, he was still not very comfortable delegating responsibilities. 

However, he later suggested that it was easier getting new teachers involved in different 

initiatives than the more senior teachers who had started teaching with him. He found 

that getting them to work was difficult.

He believed that his own positive experiences as a student allowed him to make 

the right choices for students in his school because he understood how important it was 

to develop the child holistically and not only academically. He acknowledged that he 

was fully aware of the shortcomings in the system, saying; ‘there are still cracks in the 

system and... you know you find out things later on about boys that maybe you should 

have found out in the beginning or... and then trying to communicate, I suppose, may 

be the major challenge in a school’. At the same time, working with these young boys 

and helping them through the difficult transition of adolescence was something that, he 

felt, kept him going. As he put it: ‘you know working with a difficult lad who is maybe 

very angry within himself or stmggling with things and seeing that come through. That 

probably is the greatest source of, of, of satisfaction. ..and the challenge then of ..but 

then when you meet them afterwards these fellows would come and talk to you and you 

know it makes it all worth it’. For Thomas this was the ‘greatest motivator’, the 

satisfaction of knowing that he had had an impact on these young people positively.

Thomas rejected outright the idea of having democracy in education. He 

believed in having a certain level of freedom but always within boundaries. He did 

accept that, compared to the former way of running a school, in which there was no 

room for flexibility or any idea of freedom, he was still quite democratic but strongly 

believed in the importance of authority.
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WALTER (Pseudonym)

Age: 60 years

Time as principal; 21 years

Type of school: Co-educational, vocational school

Location; County Dublin
Education should result at some point in taking a person from dependence...and 
lack of freedom...in a positive sense like a rwo year old doesn’t have a lot of 
freedom ...but education should take the undeveloped, the immature, the non- 
autonomous and dependent [pause] from that... through a process...to 
becoming an independent, autonomous, capable adult. An adult with capacity to 
think, to read, to write, to self-develop, to fidfil, to have the range of appropriate 
mean and measure of emotion, intellect, respect, love and that they in turn can 
help to contribute to the next generation coming through the same.

Walter came from a teaching family. Both his parents were principals. It seemed 

the most natural thing for him to follow in their footsteps. He grew up with a very 

strong regard for education in general and teaching in particular. ‘Knowledge is what 

drives you... if you are in teaching you want to contribute to the knowledge of young 

people, so that they become independent of you’. He strongly believed that teaching 

was something ‘you should make a deliberate decision to do. You shouldn’t go into 

teaching because you couldn’t get another job, you should go into teaching because that 

is what you want to do...that there’s...an element of service in it’. After teaching in 

another school for a short period, Walter came to his current school as a young deputy 

principal (aged 32). He referred to it as a very small ‘sink school’ and noted that he 

‘took over and revitalised the school. This was...in a very bad condition...no 

standards.. .a lot of problems and we turned it around so now it’s very successful’. After 

six years as deputy principal he was made principal and had stayed there ever since.

Walter was of the view that teaching experience provided one with an 

understanding of various aspects of a school, but it did not really contribute to preparing 

one for the role of principal in any significant way. He reflected on the fact that in 

Ireland the principal’s job title was very different to the job’s demands. ‘In Ireland we 

don’t have the title of school principal [pause] The actual proper title is principal 

teacher... we don’t have a headmaster as they have in the UK. In Ireland my full title is 

principal teacher...so the teaching is the central role. Unfortunately I don’t have a lot of 

time for it [pause] because you have so much else to do’.
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So much of the role of a principal now has very Utile to do with teaching.... 
There’s administration, there’s human resource management, there’s financial 
management, there’s industrial relations, there’s plant maintenance... [pause] 
all of that you ’re tiying to do.

His own subject being English he pointed out that even if he understood the 

work of the school’s English teachers he was not proficient in other subject areas and 

did not fully understand that of other teachers. ‘So in that respect your role as a teacher 

helps you understand but it doesn’t make you a better principal, rather far from it. 

No.. .they are two very, very different roles’.

Reflecting on his role as a principal Walter mentioned the importance of the 

principal’s management style and suggested it was extremely important for the principal 

to have good lines of communication with teachers and to be absolutely sure that they 

knew what decisions were being made and what was going on in the school. ‘When I 

was a young teacher, you went to your classroom and then you stayed there and you 

taught, you had no involvement in the mnning of the school or the management of the 

school...your opinion was not asked for. Nowadays it’s very different... very, very 

different’. Open communication, in Walter’s opinion, would make it easier for 

everybody since there would be more involvement of teachers. However, he went on to 

refer to the need for limits on the levels of involvement that he could expect of teachers 

in matters pertaining to the school.

My teachers’ jobs are to teach, not to manage...they are here as teachers 
first ...they are teachers first the other pieces come afterwards or simultaneously. 
But the backbone of a school is in teaching and learning...you must have the 
teaching and learning otherwise it’s a waste of time.

He seemed something of an authority figure in his dealing with the teachers in 

the school, and believed that once a policy had been decided on for the school ‘it’s not 

up for discussion. It’s not a democracy... someone has to be... at the end of the day... 

someone must be in-charge’. He argued against the use of words such as ‘inclusiveness, 

partnership, participation and stakeholders’ because, for him, the language might sound 

persuasive but ‘the reality is very different’.

However, Walter did mention the importance of consultation and collaboration 

in setting school policies. He described the long process of working on a typical school 

policy. The process involved drafting the policy, sharing it with the staff to get their 

feedback, making changes and revisions in the light of what had been said and sending 

the second draft back to the teachers. After that, the next step was to send the draft
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policy to the board of management whose members would agree on it, perhaps after 

making changes to the draft. Although it was a long and tedious process it was one in 

which all were involved and consulted. When I commented on how well he managed to 

look after the needs of teachers and students, Walter very candidly commented that for 

him the needs of the students were of primary importance.

/ am not here to meet the needs of the teachers...! am here to nm a school. So 
the students are at the centre....Some teachers forget that. A school is meant to 
he nm in the best interests of the students that’s where your ethics come in. 
What do you mean by best interests?...best interests of the students: 
academically, socially, morally, intellectually, physically ...your w’hole holistic 
approach, but the students come first.

As principal he immediately started working towards bringing about a change in 

the physical environment of the school. His intention was to provide an atmosphere in 

which both teachers and students felt comfortable and looked after. He insisted that if 

one focused on improving the physical environment of the school, one could improve 

the educational environment. He strongly encouraged his teachers to ‘go back for 

further study as mature adults and allow their intellect to be challenged’. The school’s 

students, in knowing that their teachers were involved in their own personal 

development through various degrees and other such training programmes, felt closer to 

them in a way that developed a kind of‘identity sharing’.

Walter rejected the idea of having democracy in schools and insisted that he 

preferred to use ‘legitimate authority’, as opposed to the authoritarian culture that had 

existed in schools in the past. ‘I will exercise legitimate authority as the appropriate 

appointed adult. Now appointed in a democratic system but I have responsibilities to the 

system as well as to the students and staff, I have accountability. So accountability and 

responsibility become part of authority’. After some reflection, though, Walter 

acknowledged that he had probably ‘been a bit harsh’, and accepted that there was 

scope for freedom within their defined roles. ‘So there is a balance...yes...to a certain 

extent. Like even with authority that it is legitimate authority that there are limits. There 

are limits or some people might look at them and say well actually they are good 

guidelines within which we work’. He believed that certain people might even say that 

he had changed since being appointed principal and that he was now more flexible.

He encouraged collaboration between teachers so that ‘the experiences of the 

older teachers can influence the younger teachers’, and thought that he was at a stage at

283



which it was appropriate to stand back and think quietly about certain ideas and reflect 

on what needed to be achieved and how.

1 am of the opinion that you let things germinate...a seed grows slowly, but 
you've got to mind it, you've got to nurture it. ‘From little acorns... 'you hww 
that expression? So even in that is the idea of growth for evetyone in this school, 
and that growth includes me as much as anyone else. People, sometimes 
teachers forget that principals are human beings too and they need time to think 
and refect as well.

GEORGE (Pseudonym)

Age: 58 years

Time as principal; 22 years

Type of school: All-boys secondary school

Location; County Dublin

1 don 7 think you could run a school without being a teacher. You hww while 
Vm not in the classroom now Fm still teaching. Fm teaching kids when they 
come into me here when they've got issues and Fm teaching staff Plus the 
whole objective of the school is about teaching and learning. So I don 7 believe 
that yoji could be director, principal call it what you will of a school, without 
experiencing what it is to teach in a classroom.

George was not sure what he wanted to do when he left school and, while 

completing a science degree, he decided that ‘maybe I would like to teach’. He went 

back to his old school as a student teacher and became a teacher of biology in the first 

year (1968) it was introduced as a Leaving Certificate subject. He was also passionate 

about sports in general and basketball in particular. Teaching, thus, also offered an 

opportunity to pursue his love for sports.

I saw teaching as an opportunity to get involved in coaching basketball as well 
as teaching. ...that teaching lifestyle gave me the opportunity to get involved in 
basketball administration. So it was that kind of total lifestyle thing, plus I was 
interested in young people in a general kind of a M>ay. So it kind of...like I felt it 
would ft me at that stage of my life.

Around the late 1980s the religious order to which the school then belonged 

decided to introduce a board of management. The allied decision to appoint a lay 

principal from within the school led George and several other teachers to apply. ‘I was 

probably the youngest of the ones that were applying at the time and to my surprise and 

everybody else’s surprise I was appointed principal, and I have been principal here for 

the last twenty-two years’. He faced resentment in his initial days ‘because the deputy
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principal had expected to get the job and he and all the senior staff had been my 

teachers. So they resented a little bit that I was made principal’. However, he admitted 

that his hard work and organised approach in dealing with school issues allowed them 

to see that he was competent. This was particularly important as ‘the school was going 

down at the time so they saw look this makes sense there is a lot of energy needed for 

this work and so they finally began to support me’. He went on to describe his style of 

leadership by saying that he never thought he was in any way distinct or apart from the 

rest of the staff.

So there have been times M^hen people would have opposed things that I wanted 
to do and that's fine if the force of argument isn ’t strong enough well then it 
isn 7 strong enough. But in many cases because of the style that I me, consensus 
would be reached, people would believe this is a good thing. And then if you 
want to change something and you cannot convince the teachers that this is a 
good thing well then maybe it’s not a good thing.

He believed that his practices as principal were a direct reaction to what he had 

experienced as a young teacher. There were then no opportunities for teachers to give 

their views and they were never consulted. ‘So when some issues came up and we 

didn’t discuss these things enough and we didn’t look towards the future enough, we 

didn’t plan...it would be very frustrating for us as teachers. So it would be hypocritical 

if when I got the chance to become the leader that I didn’t use that technique’. In his 

opinion, there was only one thing that a principal could do without consultation and that 

was deciding timetables for teachers. Other decisions had to be made through 

consultation and collaboration.

George worked very strategically when he found that he could not delegate as

much and as often as he wanted to because ‘the teacher unions don’t want teachers

sometimes to take that delegation and that’s one of the big philosophical problems in

the voluntary secondary schools. Because the teacher union has for historical reasons

taken a view that authority or leadership should come about based on seniority. And so

initiatives that might otherwise happen can be frowned upon because of the seniority

notion’. The way around this problem, he felt, was in the hiring of new, younger

teachers with more enthusiasm and energy to take on new initiatives voluntarily.

/ think that to be a principal, certainly for the length of time that I’ve been a 
principal, you have to be an optimist and you have to believe the best in people. 
And I find that when you do believe in the best in people that’s how they 
respond, he they students or be they adults.
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He claimed that he did not like making distinctions between senior teachers and

new teachers, and believed that everyone needed chances to bring out her/his potential.

/ believe that Just like each child is unique and each child has a gift, in the same 
way teachers are not all the same, what they need is a kind of, sort of a central 
direction but then they need maximum individual autonomy w’ithin that general 
direction.

As principal, George made sure that he met with teachers regularly. He 

especially highlighted two meetings which they held each week in the school. The first 

focused on the academic and general behaviour of students, while the second focused 

on their pastoral needs, looking into any personal issues that students might be facing. 

Even as a newly appointed principal George had introduced novel ideas by interacting 

with teachers and bringing them on board, attempting to build open lines of 

communication with them. Being (as he saw it) solution-oriented, he encouraged this 

approach in teachers and asked them to provide solutions along with identifying 

problems. In other words, he gave them ownership of the decisions that they made and 

asked that they stand by them. He developed a culture of shared leadership in which all 

those involved in the process of teaching and learning were seen as having the potential 

to be leaders in their own right. ‘I think that one of the faults in Irish education is maybe 

to focus too much, for the reasons I just outlined a moment ago, on the principal as their 

leader, instead of looking at leaders within schooT. His approach was to provide ample 

autonomy to teachers to allow them to come up with new ideas and to work on these. 

TTl support you to do that but you’ll need to go out and do the main work. I can’t go... 

do this for you’.

Another important change that he said he tried to bring into the school’s culmre 

was promoting a sense of well-being in both students and teachers. This, he thought, he 

did by making sure that the teachers were happy because, in his opinion, ‘if the teachers 

are going to do their job well they have to be happy to a large extent. And so my job is 

to keep the teachers happy and the happier they are the more the kids will get affected 

positively’. He claimed that he tried to create an atmosphere in the school such that 

teachers felt cared for and realised that their jobs were worthwhile.

Reflecting on his vision for the school he did not mention any unrealistic goals 

or approaches to reaching those goals. Instead, he believed that ‘you have to know when 

the time is to make a change and when the time is not to make a change’. He accepted 

that his time in the school as principal was not entirely concerned with achievements 

and that progress could not be measured as a straight line, saying: ‘you’d have valleys
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and troughs, you’d have mistakes, you’d have cutbacks, staff change, and you know

somebody leaves the school they’re not replaced by as good a teacher...ebbs and flows

at any given time’. In his view, things cannot remain the same in a school because one

is constantly dealing with individuals, and the ‘school becomes a living organism...and

if you think that now I have it you don’t have it. No. So it’s a process all the time and

it’s a constantly changing process’. He called the school an energy system that was

buzzing with life and new ideas when it was in session.

While encouraging teachers to take up responsibilities and taking up leadership

positions within the school, he highlighted the importance of having teachers and the

principal ‘on the same page’ as school leaders. ‘It is very good when the infonual and

the fonnal leadership are like arrows on a compass pointing in the same direction and

it’s very bad for a school if the leadership...foraial leadership is pointing in one

direction and the infomial leadership in the other’. In certain cases he thought that ‘the

staff and the principal become so separated from each other that one of them has to go

or the whole thing just comes to an end’. By contrast, having a school that is energised

and positive can prove to be a very powerful experience. He went to the extent of saying

that ‘if I saw at this stage... if I felt that I’m not contributing to this energy then I’m at a

point where I’d say, “No my time has come, it’s time for me to move on”. But as long

as I feel 1 can contribute towards that creation of energy then I’m happy to kind of stay’.

For George it was important to give students a sense of stmcture and authority

which would help distinguish between ‘rights and responsibilities’.

You are also tiyiug to give them the kind of self-belief so that they can go out 
and change the world. That’s not going to happen if you have never given them 
any opportunities to express themselves. But equally you can 7 have a class 
going on in which everybody is talking all the time about their particular 
situation. So that's what I mean. There is a time for this and a time for that.

He accepted that he had been more of an authority figure when he started as 

principal, because, ‘I had to prove more that I was able to take on people if need be, 

now I think my reputation is such that the students and the staff know that I will if I 

have to so don’t bother pushing me too much to that point’. He reiterated the point that 

it was important to ‘give freedom to people in small bites and they learn how to deal 

with that freedom’. Teachers, he acknowledged, did not have as much freedom because 

they were working within an examination system and knew that they would be ‘judged 

by the Leaving Certificate results. So even if I were totally laissez-faire they know that
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they are going to get judged by the exam results that they have. So it’s more about how 

they pass that on to their students’.

Table 8.3 given below offers an insight into my understanding of the journeys 

undertaken by the third group of principals with more than 11 years of experience, and 

how a combination of their personalities and contextual influences led them to behave 

in specific ways.

PRINCIPALS PAST INFLUENCES ON CURRENT LE.\DERSHIP STYLES AND LINKS 
WITH THE LITER.4TURE

ADAM He had a history of teacliing in his family. His father was a principal and inspired him 
to choose this path. He developed in him a love for learning and the importance of a 
good education leading Adam to grow' w'ith a clear understanding of what he wanted to 
do in life. His father’s love and regard for education and teaching was clearly indicated 
in his decision to stay w'ith his school as a teacher for almost 23 years before he was 
made principal. The main motive was to give back the same positive experiences that 
he had had as a student. As a principal he continued developing and providing positive 
experiences to his teachers by establishing a collaborative culture in the school by 
encouraging teachers to make decisions for their classes but maintained his ow'n 
presence of authority in making decisions for the school. He acknowledged the 
importance that parents had in tlie lives of young people and spoke of his own positive 
experiences with his family in general and his father in particular whose influence he 
reiterated, he brought with him to his work as principal, reinforcing what Maccoby 
(2000) suggested about the positive and direct impact of parents attitudes on children.

SYLVIA Sylvia did not indicate any strong family or school influences that led her into the 
teaching profession and then onw'ards to becoming a principal, however, she spoke at 
length about her interest in getting involved in w'orking w'ith children with learning and 
behavioural difficulties and that desire led her to becoming a teacher. Her w'hole 
pliilosophy, first as a teacher and now as a principal was focused on providing support 
and encouragement to students, she showed herself to be a strategic leader w’ho 
displayed a keen understanding of her students’ needs and the teachers’ strengths, to 
encourage teachers she felt were most suitable for certain initiatives. She believed in 
w'orking with teachers to provide good role-models for their students. This she did 
through a process of role-modelling. She claimed that her focus tliroughout had been on 
the holistic development of smdents in general and specifically of students with 
learning difficulties. Thus, the strategies that she claimed she devised w'ere all 
supportive of establishing a culture of care and understanding establishing her as an 
‘emergent’ leader (Hollander 1974) who gained immense respect wthin the school due 
to her open interaction and personal characteristics.

THOMAS An inspirational teacher influenced him into becoming a teacher. That experience of 
working in that teacher’s class was something tliat m his opinion made a big difference 
in his life. The encouragement he felt while in school seemed to have marked his 
subsequent actions and decisions and leading him into becoming a facilitative principal 
who understood the importance of working in collaboration with teachers to give them 
ample chances to participate in decision-making. He also placed considerable emphasis 
on providing instruction from his position of authority. By doing so he claimed to have 
created a more balanced and equalising environment of fostering learning for everyone 
(Senge 1990) in the school where teachers and students worked independently while 
being conscious of a sense of ow'nership they had towards tlieir work and decisions.

WALTER Walter came from a teaching family and grew up with an understanding of the 
importance of teaching and education. And the importance of education that was 
instilled in him by his parents was clearly reflected in the decisions he made and the 
policies he stnictured for the school. Although he mentioned collaborative work and 
involving teachers in decision-making for the school, he displayed an authoritarian style 
of dealing with school issues. He believed in legitimate authority based on 
accountability and responsibility. He emerged as an authoritarian principal but did not 
highlight any clear links to his past life. The only assumption that may be made could
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be about the influence of his parents who were both principals and may have been very 
influential in leading Walter towards the leadersliip style that he adopted and towards 
his adopted philosophies.

GEORGE His passion for sports led him towards this patli and he loved teaching once he started. 
Although George did not highlight any significant family or school influence that may 
have led him towards teaching and later towards principalship, he indicated his love for 
sports and tlie chance of working with young people to be able to influence them 
positively as a strong reason for joining this profession. His love for sports may be seen 
highlighted in his exhibition of authority and the manner in which he provided guidance 
and instmctions to teachers but also encouraged teachers to participate in decision
making for the school and students. Thus, he displayed both the disciplining and the 
liberating side of his personality tliat may be seen as an outcome of his love for sports.

8.3 SUMMARY OF FINDINGS:

Leithwood suggests that ‘School leadership research has yet to devote much 

energy to the study of leaders’ internal lives’ (2005, p 626). I have attempted to go some 

way towards rectifying this by trying to examine the impact of selected principals’ past 

experiences and influences on their leadership styles, in my first research question. My 

findings suggest that there is a link between the early influence of family and schooling 

and the manner in which they dealt with different issues in their schools. They reflected 

on their transfomiative journeys. Journeys that had been influenced by ‘societal, 

occupational, organizational and individual’ factors (Crow & Glascock 1995, p 23) and 

which led to their current roles and identities. They presented different reasons for 

joining the teaching profession and then moving into principalship. For some it mmed 

out to be an expected career choice due to their families’ educational affiliations 

(Martin, Adam and Walter), while others (like Abigail) saw it as a chance to achieve a 

position of more responsibility, leading to professional development. A few principals 

refeiTed to boredom as a reason for their seeking new challenges in the form of 

principalship (Brian and James). Others claimed intrinsic motivation to provide 

guidance and support to students and teachers (Mark, Sylvia and Stephen).

The following three dominant factors emerged from the principals’ vignettes 

(Chapter Eight) which highlight the impact that past influences and experiences had on 

their current practices as school leaders.

• Family and parental influences.

• Teachers’ influences.

• Previous teaching/management experiences.

289



8.3.1 Family and parental influences:

Family influence and parenting have been shown to be extremely influential in 

the development and educational achievement of children (Melhuish et al. 2008). The 

socio-economic background of parents is said to be an important detemiinant of 

children’s academic perfonnance (Korenman, Miller, & Sjaastad 1995; Alwin & 

Thornton 1984). Eleven of the principals whom 1 interviewed emphasised the influence 

of their families in general, and their parents in particular, in their joining the teaching 

profession. As one put it: T suppose 1 grew up as part of a very large family. There were 

nine children and our parents impressed on all of us the whole idea of what education 
could do for you’ (Ted).

Although children coming from poorer backgrounds, and who may be assumed 

to experience less in the way of emotional support or cognitive stimulation by parents 

and may be more likely to face cognitive and behavioural difficulties early on in life 

(Korenman, Miller, & Sjaastad 1995, McLoyd 1998), seven of the principals whom I 

interviewed acknowledged coming from disadvantaged backgrounds. For example, 

Sarah said; ‘I come from a very big family having nothing and that notion of 

struggling...! mean I know where people come from and I know that the vast majority 

of parents really want the best for their children’. Thus, my smdy indicates that the 

socio-economic backgrounds of the principals did not play significant roles in 

explaining their later conduct as leaders, or if they did they did not do so in an adverse 

way. Poverty can affect children adversely, but, my research suggests that those coming 

from disadvantaged backgrounds may still have positive family influences and 

emotional support provided to them as children. Indeed, they may even have valued 

education more: ‘It was just a revelation to me that education was such a big key that 

opened doors of opportunity and that is why I got myself involved in that’ (Ted). Thus, 

although ‘early influences of the family are the most important, and that deficits 

experienced early in life permanently affect later development and chances for success 

in school’ (Alwin & Thornton 1984, p 785), the ‘deficits’ experienced by some Irish 

principals from disadvantaged backgrounds may actually have led them to take the 

journeys that they did.

What was common in the accounts provided by the principals of their family 

backgrounds was the importance their parents/families gave to education and this often 

proved to be significant in shaping the ways in which they approached their roles as 

principals of second-level schools. Being conscious of the backgrounds their students

290



came from the principals often displayed keen awareness of the fact that ‘the social 

composition of the school and the peer group have a more powerful impact on some 

aspects of development than the child’s family of origin’ (Alwin & Thornton 1984, pp 

786-787). Such an understanding led most principals, especially those working in DEIS 

schools, to try to offer opportunities and facilities that their students might not otherwise 

have had. For instance, Mark’s efforts to introduce cooking classes in the school had 

two advantages for the students: it provided them with an opportunity to develop their 

creativity and, at the same time, it gave them a chance to have proper cooked meals 

something that Mark realised, they did not experience at home. ‘I would see ourselves 

as the family that some of them never had’ (Mark).

Realising and acknowledging that, as Martin put it: ‘the family plays a critical 

role in the development of children’, based on their own family influences, principals 

were conscious of the need to keep parents involved and infomred about their children’s 

progress in school, either through formal parent-teacher meetings or informal meetings 

if a child needed extra support, or was in trouble. They worked on the understanding 

that parents ‘transmit their skills, knowledge, attitudes, and values to children by 

modelling acceptable behavior [sic], guiding their activities, and giving direct 
instmction’ (Moles 1993 p 22). This was what they had experienced in their families 

and what they sought for in others. Adam, like other principals, emphasised the 

importance of collaborations involving the school, the parents and children for making 

the educational experience meaningful. Such collaborative work, involving parents in 

their children’s education, is ‘widely accepted as desirable and even essential to 

effective schooling’ (Comer & Haynes 1991, p 271). Adam remembered that his own 

‘parents’ influence had been huge.... We probably don’t even realise it at the time but it 

is a massive influence. And now I am bringing that with me in practice as a principal’.

8.3.2 Teachers’ influences:

Certain principals also identified the influence of teachers as key to their joining 

the teaching profession and something which partially contributed to their styles of 

leadership. Six principals recognised the positive impact teachers’ encouragement and 

active involvement in classes had had on them. Charles, William and Michael recalled 

the inspiration provided by particular teachers, especially the innovative ways in which 

they conducted their classes. William remembered his mathematics teacher as 

somebody who ‘taught in a modem style, he didn’t use any of the systems of
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punishments or anything of that sort, it was all excitement and you all worked really 

hard for him’. This influence resulted in his being more encouraging of, and considerate 

to, teachers in his school when he was a principal, something he achieved by 

acknowledging their hard work. However, he displayed most appreciation for teachers 

who, like his own teacher, exhibited care and concern for students, instead of shouting 

at them or using punishments.

Teachers who encourage students to be creative and give regular and positive 

feedback may increase ‘students’ extrinsic and intrinsic motivational orientations’ 

(Noels, Clement, & Pelletier 1999, p 23). By contrast, ‘the more controlling and less 

informative students perceived the teacher to be, the lower students’ intrinsic motivation 

was’ (p 23). Charles believed his enthusiasm for and love of teaching practical subjects 

was something to be attributed to the influence of his engineering teacher, whose open 

communication and constant encouragement led him to find his niche in teaching 

practical subjects such as woodwork. For his own part he tried to inculcate the same 

passion for learning those subjects in his students. His teacher developed in him an 

intrinsic motivation ‘to perform an activity simply for the pleasure and satisfaction that 

[accompanied] the action’ (Noels, Clement, & Pelletier 1999, p 24) and he set out to 

encourage a similar attitude in the teachers whom he employed. He claimed that he did 

not merely take up his post as principal and ‘follow the book’ in doing what was 

expected of him. Rather, he dealt with teachers and students with ‘fairness and 

equality’. Like his own teacher, he saw them for what they were. As he put it: ‘[when] 

you are dealing with people you know it’s not just dealing with numbers’. He tried to be 

mindful of their opinions in a respectful manner. While understanding the issues that 

students in his school confronted in their homes, and the inability of some to cope with 

the pressures of the curriculum, he, like his own teacher, encouraged students to get 

involved in extra-curricular activities such as drama and music. He realised that students 

of this sort needed ‘more chances to explore their creativity rather than the rigid system 

of academic subjects being thrust on them’. He encouraged them to feel intrinsically 

motivated to learn, rather than forcing them into studying subjects which might only 

leave them more Ihistrated than they already were.

Michael remembered his passion for mathematics when he was in secondary 

school and the way his teachers saw his potential, even when he was not completely 

aware of it. They sent him to teach in one of the junior classes in his school for a week. 

Although he admitted not understanding his teachers’ decision at that time he accepted
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that taking that class and working with those children for a week helped him realise his 

own strength, and that, in his view, was the beginning of his teaching career. Thus, by 

motivating him, his teachers encouraged him towards his fiiture career, first as teacher 

and then as principal. For his own part, he encouraged teachers to take ownership of 

their actions by inspiring them to take on different responsibilities and described 

himself as ‘work[ing] with them as opposed to... directing them’. Like his own teachers, 

Michael encouraged people in ways that he hoped would lead them to take on initiatives 

most suited to their capabilities: T mean if somebody wants to do something, I just let 

them go on and do it’.

Unlike the principals discussed above, Susan recalled conversations with her 

Irish teacher who impressed upon her the importance of education in gaining 

‘opportunities that [she] wouldn’t have had otherwise’. Such behaviours are said to be 

extrinsically motivated since ‘they are performed not because of inherent interest in the 

activity, but in order to arrive at some instrumental end’ (Noels, Clement, & Pelletier 

1999, p 24). Her response exhibited the drive she had developed as a student, and then 

as a teacher, to look for and make use of as many opportunities as she possibly could to 

gain more experience and expertise. Describing her role as an assistant principal she 

said: ‘[It was] an important role in the school at the time and I was given full rein, 

which was great’. The guidance provided to Susan by her teachers proved vital in the 

way she developed as a person. She acknowledged sharing and distributing 

responsibilities and providing opportunities for teachers to take on different leadership 

roles to help them achieve self-confidence and gain extrinsic rewards in the fonn of 

professional growth in the way that she had.

Remembering his teachers as people who gave time to their students selflessly, 

Peter decided even as a student: ‘if I wanted to teach and emulate somebody and do 

something with myself, I think that they would have been the ones who inspired me’. 

Thus, my research has shown that these Irish principals (and, presumably, more besides) 

recognise the significant roles their teachers played in their lives, both personally and 

professionally.

8.3.3 Previous teaching and management experiences:

‘In Ireland we don’t have the title of school principal [pause] the actual proper 

title is principal-teacher... we don’t have a headmaster as they have in the UK. In 

Ireland my full title is principal-teacher... so the teaching is the central role.
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Unfortunately I don’t have a lot of time for it [pause] because you have so much else to 

do’ (Walter). O’ Mahony (2011) argues that Ireland must find leaders who can develop 

school communities in such ways that they will be able to respond to the challenges 

facing them, but he contends that such leaders cannot easily be found because principals 

and deputy principals gain skills and knowledge for leading and managing their schools 

only when they face those challenges and have no opportunity to prepare in advance. 

This reliance on ‘on the job’ learning means that Irish principals are always ‘running to 

catch up’.

The principals whom I interviewed reflected on their time as teachers and if they 

had had additional experience as part of the middle management team on that, also. 

They recognised the varied influences of their past experiences as teachers, and middle 

managers where appropriate, and on their current practices as principals. Ideally, the 

change from teacher to principal entails a careful combination and balance of 

‘knowledge development’, based on personal classroom experiences, and ‘skills 

development’ through training carried out by qualified professionals (Browne-Ferrigno 
2003, p 470). However, most of the principals whom I interviewed revealed a lack of 

preparation and training before being appointed to their current posts. Thomas found the 

experience quite overwhelming, although he had been a teacher in the same school for 

many years. Changes in the expectations of people in the school and increased 

responsibilities were things for which he had not been prepared. Charlotte also referred 

to her transition from teacher to principal as ‘a huge risk’. As she put it; ‘one day you 

are a regular classroom teacher with 18 hours [of teaching] and the next day you’re a 

principal, in the principal’s office and you are in charge’.

Most principals accepted that the transition from teacher to principal had not 

been easy, mainly because of lack of preparation and the uncertainty as to what 

responsibilities and expectations one might encounter and have to deal with as principal. 

Browne-Ferrigno (2003) argues that ‘changing educational careers requires an 

individual to relinquish the comfort and confidence of a known role - such as being a 

teacher - and experience the discomfort and uncertainty of a new, unknown role - being 

a principal’ (p 470). My study also revealed the dissatisfaction that principals like 

Michael experienced because, as he argued, ‘the position of principal has become less 

desirable for people [and] more of a liability’. Charlotte found that the responsibilities 

she had to deal with proved to be very ‘wearing’, so much so that she could not see 

herself doing the work for another ten years. In certain cases principals suggested that
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the only thing enabling them to carry on despite their excessive workload and 

responsibilities was an ideal of service. As one put it: ‘you...contribute to the 

knowledge of young people, so that they become independent of you’ (Walter).

However, there were principals, like Timothy, who referred to this change as a 

‘simple and smooth process’ since he thought he had a combination of personal drive, 

knowledge of the curriculum and deep understanding of his students’ needs that allowed 

him to move into this new role without any problems. He exhibited what Ortiz (1982) 

referred to as a balance of personal capabilities and understanding of the ‘organization’s 

efforts’ (p 146). Adam also exhibited a degree of personal drive and initiative that 

allowed him to make a smooth transition from teaching to his cuirent post as principal. 

He claimed; ‘in my own head I was always a manager in my classroom. I didn’t see 

myself as a teacher I saw myself as a manager of learning and I think that helped me’. 

He brought an understanding of his work as being that of ‘a manager of learning’ with 

him to his role as principal and, in his opinion, this helped him deal with teachers and 

students more effectively. His approach reflected his ability to work collaboratively 

with teachers and students towards achieving shared purposes, exhibiting ‘qualities that 

are best measured by past leadership behaviours, and through clear communication of 

purposes, and demonstration of the ability to respond adequately in situations that 

require leadership behaviors [original emphasis]’ (Milstein 1992, p 10).

Thus, through the analysis of my first question, I have shown that leaders can be 

understood as functioning on the basis of various ‘acquired motives’ which Kanungo 

(2001) argues are a result of ‘past experience, training, and other fomis of socialization. 

Through socialization practices in family, educational, religious, and other institutions, 

leaders acquire motives and associated self-cognitions or self-concepts’ (p 262). Also, 

as previously suggested, my research indicates that Irish school principals may 

generally exhibit ethical leadership practices, but, while certain principals have altruistic 

reasons for working as leaders, there are others who were clearly more egotistic and 

may simply be ‘playing’ at being ethical, democratic and so forth, as opposed to seeking 

a truly collective understanding of all the people in a school.
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8.4 CONCLUSION:
The puqjose of this chapter was to identify the background factors that 

influenced school principals’ decisions in making certain professional choices in their 

lives and the ways in which these might seem to have influenced, and been revealed in, 

their preferred leadership styles. In answering the first research question the main 

factors that emerged from an analysis of the principals’ vignettes were: parental 

influences, influences of inspirational teachers, positive school experiences, love for 

sports, a desire to help pupils achieve their highest potential, and self-motivation. 

During these interviews principals recalled their journeys from their student days, to 

their time as teachers, year heads and special duties’ teachers, to finally becoming 

principals. Although these stories may not be taken as complete representations of their 

past experiences (a limitation discussed in Chapter Ten), they do, however, give us an 

insight into these journeys. Chapter Nine analyses various themes that were explored to 

further identify the different leadership styles that Irish second-level principals 

practised.
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CHAPTER 9
THEMATIC ANALYSIS

Analysis for themes... involves a process of sorting through the fabric of the 
whole for onr understanding of the threads or patterns that mn throughout and 
lifting them out - as a seamstress lifts threads with a needle - to make a general 
statement about them (Ely, Vinz, Downing & Anzul 1997, p 206).

9.1 INTRODUCTION:

In the previous chapter I presented vignettes developed from life stories of 

participating principals as ‘happenings ... drawn together and integrated into a 

temporally organized whole’ (Polkinghorne 1995, p 5) to give a holistic sense of their 

past experiences and influences, especially when these had had some significant 

impacts on their work as school leaders. During the process of recounting their stories, I 

recognised certain recurring themes. My main aim in separately discussing these themes 

was to ‘identify particulars as instances of general notions or concepts [and to] locate 

common themes or conceptual manifestations among the stories collected as data’ 

(Polkinghorne 1995, p 13). The main aim was to see how far the principals were able to 
maintain balance in their decision-making about contradictory yet complementary ideas 

of democracy/authority, pastoral care/academic teaching and in their dealing with 

external and internal demands and expectations of individuals and agencies. Thus, do 

Irish second-level principals adopt intermediary roles in which they try to balance the 

politics and emotions involved in their jobs and understand how to deal with ‘systems 

external to the one in which they themselves are involved [while] defending 

institutional integrity’? (Gardner 1990, p 20). In this chapter I have addressed these 

themes as ‘brief statements that describe the content of individual units of data text’ 

(Tesch 1987, p 231) while answering the following three research questions and 

highlighting similarities and differences that emerged from the principals’ responses.
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Q 2: What are the factors that influence Irish second-level principals in their tendencies 

towards either authority or democracy in dealing with teachers and students in their 

schools?

Q 3: What factors influence Irish second-level principals in attempting to develop a 

balance between the pastoral and academic aspects of school life?

0 4: Do Irish school principals, in confronting and dealing with both internal and 

external challenges, manage to establish themselves as intermediaries between 

pupils/teachers and external bodies?

9.2 RESEARCH QUESTION 2:
Q 2: WHAT ARE THE FACTORS THAT INFLUENCE IRISH SECOND- 

LEVEL PRINCIPALS IN THEIR TENDENCIES TOWARDS EITHER 

AUTHORITY OR DEMOCRACY IN DEALING WITH TEACHERS AND 

STUDENTS IN THEIR SCHOOLS?

/ would love to he a dictator [laughed] because 1 am the real democrat, I am a 
democrat ...1 would love to he a dictator. The best option for schools is a 
benevolent dictator... that is the best option. Everybody thrives under benevolent 
dictatorship. Bui no...you have to have democracy, you have to have that. But 
no... total democracy is not possible. (Charlotte)

At times I think authority is what is really needed [laughed]... but no if one was 
going to...l think a benevolent dictator [laughed] hut yeah ...if one was going to 
get anywhere with it ...it has to he a democracy. (Michael)

Well if you had asked me during the term I would have immediately said that 
authority is the way to go [laughed]. But well...to he quite honest with you, you 
need a mix of both. I mean in a school...! don’t... and I am probably proven 
wrong but I would find it hard to see how a school could run totally on 
democracy or totally on authority. Because you know kids are going to rebel 
totally against authority as would teachers and at the end of the day in 
democracy your popular vote isn ’t necessarily going to he the best decision to 
he made, you know. (Charles)

I sensed a general inclination in principals to favour democracy over authority; 

at least they did so, verbally. However, as they moved along they shared instances 

where they were forced to behave with more authority. Gardner (1990) criticises people 

who refuse to exercise any form of power over others. Various principals said much the 

same: they valued democracy but found it hard to practise. What made them think and 

behave in this ‘conflicted way’? Several things can be referred to.
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Personal views and characteristics of the principals.

Previous teaching experience of the principals.

Experiences of working with previous principals.

Evolving attitudes of principals as leaders.

External factors and influences resulting in changing attitudes of principals. 

Principals’ relationship with teachers and students.

9.2.1 Personal views and characteristics:

There are times when yon have to lead from the front... there are times. But 1 
would rather give people the opportunity to lead themselves and I would 
facilitate leadership. Bui I know when I have to step in and take action (Martin).

As discussed in the previous chapter, principals entered their roles as school 

leaders with already developed traits and specific characteristics influenced by factors 

such as family, school and general environment. In describing instances in which they 

exhibited authoritarian or democratic leadership most principals acknowledged tlieir 

personal preferences for dealing with teachers and students in specific ways. While 

principals pointed out their individual inclination towards either alternative, they 

typically also referred to the existence of circumstances that meant they had to practise 

flexibility. Thus, implying that the leader behaves according to her/his ‘true self, 

expressing oneself in ways that are consistent with inner thoughts and feelings’ (Harter 

2002, p 382).

Twelve of the participating principals mentioned the importance of working 

with both authority and democracy as a personal preference. In a view typified by 

Charlotte, providing freedom was important but freedom within structures was 

essential, so as to provide a sense of security, balance and respect. ‘People do need the 

structures, they need structure, and they need the security’ (Charlotte). A leader who is 

able to set such a balance, by providing direction or freedom, as and when they are 

needed, is what Tannenbaum and Schmidt (1973) refer to as ‘the successful leader’ (p 

101). There were also principals who claimed that their personal inclinations were to 

use democracy as a foundation stone to promote decision-making and taking of 

ownership for their actions by teachers. However, the general expectation of teachers 

was such that they were forced to act with more authority, thus attempting to achieve 

what Gardner (1990) refers to as ‘workable unity’ (p 16).
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I’d say that democracy has to be at the core of all but that there needs to be 
leadership and authority as well. I mean you have to push for...at times you 
have to push for democj’acy even when people Mmild prefer strong leadership, 
you know. I mean because ultimately if people have had strong leadership and 
expect it they would rely on it even at times when that’s not necessaiy (Samuel).

James, referring to ‘an increasingly pluralistic society’ (Riehl 2000, p 58) and 

authority and democracy in the school, acknowledged that ‘the actual roles [of 

authoritarian and democratic principals] are interlinked.... but there isn’t an even... this 

isn’t an even society for sure, it can’t be’. Like Samuel, he believed that it was a 

challenge ‘to step outside the old [authoritarian] structure’. He found that it was a very 

difficult thing to do but strongly held the view that ‘you have to challenge the system 

and it needs to be challenged. ... I found that easier because when I was promoted to 

being a principal, I was promoted into a different school’ (James). Taking up such a 

challenge instead of following ‘old paths, using old slogans, toward old objectives 

[primarily because] the old paths are blocked and the old solutions no longer solve 
anything’ (Gardner 1990, p 21) may be viewed as valid justification on the part of 

school leaders as they struggle to deal with diversity and changing expectations and 

demands of people.

Peter took a different stance in acknowledging that he was ‘quite authoritarian 

with kids’, justifying this by claiming he did not have ‘the time to go and negotiate with 

600 students on an individual basis’. However, he had a completely different approach 

when dealing with teachers which he considered a ‘fault’ on his part, as he was 

‘probably too lenient there with them... I am probably too consensual in the sense that I 

am looking for consensus... you know staff consensus the whole time’ (Peter).

Thomas, Walter, William and Brian rejected outright the idea of having any 

form of democracy in a school. Thomas insisted that ‘in education I think, there has to 

be an authority’ and Walter spoke of his preference for ‘legitimate authority... where 

accountability and responsibility become part of authority’. Walter explained that trying 

to mn a school as a democracy would result in disaster and said that ‘authority on its 

own with no underpinning reasons why [it was being practised] becomes authoritarian’. 

William reiterated the claim that school systems should neither be strictly authoritarian 

nor overly democratic. ‘I don’t like authoritarianism but I would definitely speak with 

authority’. Such an exercise of ‘authority that goes with knowledge’ is always 

associated with inequality of some kind (Watt 1982, p 47). hi this case the assumed 

inequality due to previous experience and knowledge. Although he believed in telling
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students what to do he balanced this, he said, by trying to explain why they were 

expected to work in a certain way and insisted that he was thus democratic to a certain 

extent and that he encouraged collaborative work by all members of the school. Thus, 

while claims made by these three principals may be acceptable for them, the key 

question that emerges is how teachers and students view the legitimacy of such 

authority and the manner in which they respond to it. However, answering such a 

question, though important, lies outside the scope of this study.

Brian vehemently rejected the idea of having democracy in schools and insisted 

that ‘people use words like democracy because they are easy on the ear’. He was firmly 

of the belief that there was a hierarchical system present in schools in which 

‘professionals’ work to provide the best possible support to ‘the students in our care’. 

He made his philosophy very clear to teachers in his school, in words that showed him 

as being quite authoritarian, and acknowledged that people on the staff did not always 

appreciate his views. His words highlighted the idea about ‘inequality in the distribution 

of power’ (Russell 1962, p 12) which he believes is the essence of this leader-follower 

relationship.

Whilst you might talk the talk of equality and shared responsibility, what I’m 
very' clear about is that they are wonderfid words but the realities are vety 
different ... / would feel it incumbent for me say to the teachers that we are not a 
community of equals... we are a professional group of people and whilst we are 
all equal human beings, and absolutely we are, we have rights and entitlements, 
we have not got an equal distribution of responsibility and authority. And I 
wouldn 7 make an apology’ for that. (Brian).

Mark was the only principal who described his personal preference as being 

very democratic. ‘I will be very democratic. I would be...oh yeah...I would be building 

on consensus... I wouldn’t like to antagonise... like I don’t like to antagonise’ (Mark). 

As principal of a school situated in a severely disadvantaged area, he worked on the 

premise that ‘on-going relationships and structures within a particular school can impact 

on a student's ability to access, participate and achieve in school’ (Norman 2002, p 34) 

thus displaying his understanding for the issues that his students confronted, and the 

difficulties his teachers faced in dealing with those. He tried to make the teaching and 

learning processes more facilitative, rather than imposing his autliority on teachers and 

students. His approach, in this particular instance, can be linked to the goal-path theory 

where the leader facilitates achievement of goals by reducing difficulties and offering 

opportunities and rewards to the subordinates.

301



Principals’ unique characteristics and traits such as extent of enthusiasm and 

degree of motivation can influence students’ achievements (Gurr, Drysdale, & Mulford 

2005). The greater the enthusiasm/motivation, the better the results may be. Those with 

‘excellent interpersonal and communication skills’ tend to set ‘high standards and 

expectations ... for themselves and the[ir] community’ (Gurr, Drysdale & Mulford 

2005, p 546). All the principals in my research displayed strong personal characteristics 

and qualities that allowed them to work, both individually and collaboratively, as 

circumstances demanded of them. In displaying their personal preferences to be 

authoritative or democratic in dealing with different issues, they were ‘able to 

successfiilly analyse situations and contexts, and plan and act accordingly’ (Gurr, 

Drysdale, & Mulford 2005, p 547). A study carried out by Roeser, Eccles and Sameroff 

(2000) showed that ‘specific instructional, interpersonal, and organisational dimensions 

of middle school life, as perceived by adolescents themselves, are associated in 

important ways with the quality and character of their education- and non-education- 

related development during the years of early adolescence’ (p 443).

Most principals claimed to have democracy as a personal preference, but 

admitted to providing structure in certain situations. Michael presented his as a strategic 

approach in acknowledging that ‘people now accept less and less of what they are told 

to do, but now and again one has to do it. But I think if one was doing it all the time, 

you know directing with no scope then you won’t get any\\'here’. Thus, external factors 

can be seen to influence principals, causing them to weaken their commitments to 

encouraging active participation by, and independent thinking on the part of, teachers 

and students.

Showing an understanding of the needs of teachers and students, principals tried 

to develop connections between their values and those of other people in their schools 

and as in another study, ‘it was this congruence that influenced their success as effective 

principals’ (Parkes & Thomas 2007, p 206). This can be seen in the case of Mark who, 

as principal of a severely disadvantaged school, encouraged a collaborative culture in 

which he tried to make the teaching and learning processes facilitative and in keeping 

with the needs of teachers and students, while, at the same time, following his personal 

values of building relationships based on consensus. Such principals seem to develop 

their leadership practices in a way consistent with the idea presented by Hodgkinson 

(1991) that ‘education connects with the whole range of human values and that 

administrators must be aware of the deep roots of purpose that underlie their schools’ (p
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62). Through this awareness principals can communicate high expectations for teachers 

and students and through instructional leadership, which Reitzug, West and Angel 

(2008) refer to as a ‘primary responsibility of principals’ (p 694), they can provide 

guidelines and structures, following which students and teachers may achieve personal 

and shared goals.

Some principals rejected outright the idea that schools could be run in a

democratic way and argued that creating democracies in schools could result in disaster

and prove as Dewey before them had put it: ‘to be destructive of the shared cooperative

activities which are the nonnal source of order’ while, at the same time ‘tuni[ing]

freedom which should be positive into something negative’ (Dewey 1938, p 64).

However, in rejecting this option they also acknowledged that they had to exercise only

‘legitimate authority.. .where accountability and responsibility become part of authority’

(Walter). Authoritarianism was the least preferred option and was considered

unacceptable by most principals. However, Brian thought it his responsibility to ‘say to

the teachers that we are not a community of equals...we have not got an equal

distribution of responsibility and authority’. Principals who displayed such a preference

for authority over democracy in running their schools seemed to ignore the fact that

they ‘operate[d] in a value-laden organisation, and [were] often faced with situations

which challenge[d] their value systems to determine one course of action over another’

(Parkes & Thomas 2007, p 207) which required flexibility in their decisions and

attitudes to accommodate the values of others around them. As Ted puts it:
And that's what frightens me at times [the responsibility he had as principal]. And 
that's what I say to new principals: ‘don ’/ underestimate the impact one person can 
have on an organisation You can completely disable the organisation you know. 
That is quite frightening to see that you 're canying that kind of a load. So don 7 
take credit for all the good that’s happening and at the same time you have to make 
sure that you are the boss and you have the responsibility. But that you distribute 
leadership and distribute it meaningfully, not just in words, you know (Ted).

9.2.2 Previous teaching experiences of principals:

Some principals also remembered their time as teachers and suggested that the 

approaches they adopted then were reflected in the manner in which they now 

conducted their work as school leaders. Ted claimed being very democratic as a teacher, 

because, like Mark, he thought that he did not have the ‘personality to be authoritarian, I 

don’t think that it would have worked for me’. Mark, who had initially referred to 

himself as a very democratic principal, remembered his time as a teacher. ‘I didn’t like
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people to come in and tell me that do this, this and this, in this way’ and enjoyed the 

freedom of working at his own pace in a manner that provided help to his students, 

which was why he gave his teachers the space to work and make decisions for their 

classes. However, he also acknowledged that ‘some people need to be told you know, 

like we have 36 teachers here and they are not all the same and some of them need more 

help but the delicacy is to try and get them to understand that you are not...you are not 

imposing but that you are telling them that there is another way that might be a little bit 

easier on you as a person’. So he changed his strategy in dealing with teachers whom he 

thought needed more help. Although he tried not to impose authority he provided 

direction and guidance wherever he thought it was needed. Mark’s experience of having 

taught in the school in which he was subsequently made principal made it easier for him 

to guide teachers about various ways in which they could assist their students.

George remembered his own time as a teacher and the fact that he was excluded 

from decision-making in the school. ‘I felt and saw that when some issues came up and 

we didn’t discuss these things enough and we didn’t look towards the future enough, we 

didn’t plan, so it would be hypocritical if when I got the chance to become the leader 

that I didn’t use that technique’ (George). As Peter acknowledged that he ‘did not like 

being told what to do’ and believed he had brought that attitude with him in his 

leadership role ‘because I am a bit reluctant to tell people what to do. I am far more 

accommodating, getting people to sit down, getting a bit of a team group buzz going 

and go on and do it. Which is very effective to be quite honest with you, it works. But 

for some people, they need to be told’ (Peter).

All the principals reflected on their past teaching experiences. However, only a 

few acknowledged that their teaching experiences helped them in their roles as 

principals. One put it thus:

1 don 7 think you could inn a school without being a teacher. You know while 
I’m not in the classroom now I’m still teaching. I’m teaching kids when they 
come in to me here when they’ve got issues and I’m teaching staff. Plus the 
whole ohjeetive of the school is about teaching and learning (George).

The same principal also remembered being frustrated on being excluded from 

decision-making during his time as teacher and thus tried his utmost to avoid following 

that path because ‘it would be hypocritical if when I got the chance to become the 

leader that I didn’t use that technique [referring to including teachers in decision- 

making]’. Thus he emerged as a more facilitative and democratic principal than some, 

in understanding that ‘teachers are the heart of teaching. Without choice and
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responsibility they will comply, subvert or flee, and motivation, growth, and collective 

purpose will remain absent’ (Glickman 1989, p 8).

Peter reiterated the idea that as a teacher he felt ‘resentful’ when told what to do. 

He loved taking on new initiatives and was constantly involved in different school 

activities. As he took the initiative without being told to do so he disliked ‘people 

coming in and ordering me or being authoritarian with me as a teacher’. Therefore, as 

principal he worked in collaboration with his teachers and encouraged their input into 

important school decisions, allowing them the freedom to think and contribute their 

ideas. Peter did, however, acknowledge being more directive with students in his 

school. This change in attitude could be attributed to the fact that he was principal in a 

fee-paying school, therefore parents’ expectations of their children were sometimes 

higher than they might be in some non-fee paying school. This knowledge seemed to 

place greater responsibility on him which could be the reason for his being more 

authoritarian with his students. He also remembered his time as a novice teacher; ‘I 

probably wasn’t a great practitioner in the classroom but was learning my trade, and I 

would probably have been overly strict. I was kind of preserving my... kind of my lack 

of technique and my lack of ability to teach with a strict disciplinarian kind of a role you 

know, so I covered up a lot [laughs] by using those tactics. It worked, they didn’t 

particularly like me in the classroom but they got the work done’. This was what he 

seemed to be doing as principal of his school. His motive was to ‘get the work done’ as 

a result of a certain kind of parental expectation.

Thomas, however, admitted that although his teaching experience helped him 

become ‘a better principal in terms of understanding what was going on, on the ground, 

you know the boys, the teachers, the needs of the teachers’ as principal he was expected 

to carry out excessive administrative work which was not something he had experienced 

as a teacher. Walter also considered that ‘the role of principal has very little to do with 

teaching’ and more to do with administration, human resource management and 

financial management. Thus, some principals considered their previous teaching 

experience as being important to a certain extent, but inadequate in helping with their 

leadership and management practices.

William emphatically supported the importance of principals coming from 

teaching backgrounds and, voicing his own reasons for becoming principal, he stressed 

that ‘to be principal you should love teaching and you should love students’. Samuel 

displayed a love for teaching which had caused him to be involved in it in many forms.
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After teaching in a school, and teaching teachers of youth workers he had moved to 

become, in his own words, a teacher of policy makers from different countries whom he 

taught about policy development processes. He brought into his work as principal a 

determination to encourage teachers to take on new responsibilities and develop 

collaborative learning within the school. Given his own unusual history (having not 

only been a school teacher but having worked in other jobs as well) this desire to 

encourage others to take on new challenges probably reflected his own willingness to do 

so.

9.2.3 Experiences of working with previous principals:

Some principals indicated that their experiences while working under previous 

principals influenced their leadership styles. Stephen, Michael and Thomas mentioned 

working under principals who were authoritarian in their dealings with people. By 

contrast, they tried to be accessible and flexible in their approaches. They expected 
more active participation from their teachers and encouraged them to get involved in 

new initiatives if they thought that the teachers could contribute. Stephen used temis 
such as: ‘power being with the principal of the school’ and ‘everything came from the 

top’ to describe the culture that had existed during his time as a teacher. That experience 

further reinforced the value of distributed leadership in his mind. Of this he said, it 

could be effective, ‘[provided] the people to whom it is distributed are aware of what is 

being distributed and why and how. And who are aware of the responsibility that comes 

with that distribution of authority’ (Stephen). Another principal made much the same 

point:

Quite candidly ...the principal ...it is such a complex job now, I mean...you could?) V, 
you couldn 7 be the source of all ideas, you just couldn 7, q?nte simply you couldn 7, 
even if you wanted to you b?ow' (Thomas).

Ted recalled his own experience as a teacher when his principal did not use tact 

in dealing with teachers who were alleged not to be doing their work properly and 

reprimanded the entire staff, leaving teachers who were hard-working and conscientious 

feeling fmstrated. This particular incident proved decisive in the manner in which Ted 

worked when he became principal. Ted believed that an attitude of this kind was 

‘disrespectful for people who are going in on time’ and on becoming principal he 

promised the staff that he would be more mindful of such issues because ‘if ninety 

percent of the people are doing it I should go to the ten percent who are not doing it and
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say this is what you need to do’ (Ted). He generally used a democratic and facilitative 

approach in his school, however, he did not hesitate in going to the few teachers whom 

he deemed not to be doing their work properly and telling them that, in effect, ‘this is 

what you need to do’.

Samuel remembered his principal as a ‘brilliant man’ but one who did 

everything in the school so that every decision came from him. This posed a problem 

for Samuel because he had no model of successful delegation on which to draw: ‘no 

human resource mechanisms or no.. .the middle management here is a laugh, you know. 

I mean I can... I can do nothing to ensure that someone who has a post actually does the 

work. The only thing that I can use is peer pressure’ (Samuel). It made his own work as 

principal quite difficult because Samuel found it hard to break the teachers out of the 

habits learned under the former head. Getting them more involved in decision-making 

was an uphill stniggle. Overall, he avoided being a figure of authority and said he aimed 

to provide a more inclusive atmosphere for teachers and students. Mark also praised his 

fonner principal and thought that he was a wonderful man who delegated a great deal of 

work. However, Mark considered his attitude to have been ‘laissez-faire’ that is said to 

give complete freedom to the employees by adopting disconnected and detached 

attitudes (Lewin, Lippitt & White 1939), whereas Mark realised the need for some form 

of guidance and support as a teacher. ‘1 feel that there is a need for supervision in 

teachers, I feel that you need to keep an eye on what is happening and what’s going on. 

I don’t like to sit down here [in his office] and disappear. And I make sure that I meet 

and greet them in the morning’ (Mark). He exhibited what Lewin et al (1939) refened 

to as a democratic style in which the leader worked collaboratively and shared 

responsibilities with the subordinates. Mark saw a need to provide structure and 

supeivdsion for teachers. ‘1 feel that you need to keep an eye on what is happening and 

what’s going on’. He tried to maintain a balance in being facilitative and, at the same 

time, making sure that there were basic structures in place and by ensuring that these 

were being adhered to.

Brian encountered a similar relaxed atmosphere on joining his first school as a 

teacher. He saw that, although ‘there was a healthy tradition of delegation [it was] 

misunderstood and misused by the majority of the staff who felt very autonomous in 

that way’. Teachers, he claimed, believed that they could do anything that they wanted 

to without being answerable to anyone. Brian’s own approach was to remind his staff 

‘sensitively or not sensitively sometimes [that] no, you’re absolutely answerable to me
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as a manager and the Board of Management above me, who is your employer.. .not your 

pay master but certainly your employer’. As a result, there was a strong sense of their 

being accountable to people in authority (principal, board of management). He referred 

to the previous principal as being very ‘facilitative’, whereas he considered himself to 

be ‘more of a consultant principal and I’d be clearer about expectations and 

responsibilities and performance...and that has absolutely created friction for me, with 

staff’ (Brian). Although being facilitative and consultative are both positive attitudes 

that principals can adopt, what Brian apparently meant by distinguishing himself from 

the previous principal was that, while the previous principal provided more autonomy to 

the teachers to make their own decisions, he liked being consulted and asked.

Some principals reflected on their positive and negative experiences working 

under different principals and how those principals had influenced them in their own 

later work as principals. Some recalled the principals whom they worked with as being 

extremely authoritarian, people guilty of ‘using power to influence the thoughts and 

actions of other people’ (Zaleznik 1992, p 126). One consequence of this was to make 

their work environments extremely claustrophobic. Such negative experiences were 

used as indicators of what they would not do in their new roles as principals. Thus, 

principals who had worked in very controlled environments encouraged more 

collaborative working environments in their schools by encouraging and developing 

teachers, ‘empowering individuals in order to evaluate what goals are important and 

what conditions are helpful’ (Foster 1986, pp 185-186). They avoided using authority 

unnecessarily and preferred more distributive and facilitative ways of dealing with 

teachers.

9.2.4 Evolving attitudes of principals as leaders:

Fourteen principals acknowledged that their styles of leadership had changed 

from being more ‘directive’ to allowing more freedom, or vice versa. They attributed 

these changes to their experiences as principals. Seven of these principals admitted 

being more authoritarian initially and then ‘mellowing’ with experience. Sylvia, 

Charles, Sarah, Walter, Timothy, Brian and Peter reflected on the ‘journeys’ that saw 

them making use of authority initially, either for the sake of gaining ‘more control over 

probably everything’ (Charles); or to prove their superiority and gain credibility: ‘A lot 

of the time I was reactionary, I would have been more authoritative in the wrong sense, 

that look I am the principal. I’ve made this decision and this is it. And it simply
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backfired because I was going about it the wrong way’ (Timothy). Sylvia, however, 

displayed a strategic approach in saying that she realised that, with experience, she had 

gained more confidence which allowed her to ‘let the reins out in certain areas’. She 

likened this process to establishing discipline in a class, saying: ‘you’ve got to go in 

very clear and committed so that everybody is safe and knows exactly, what has to be 

done’. She referred to her approach as using an ‘elastic band that is coming and going 

all the time and it is knowing when to appropriately pull back or let out’ (Sylvia). 

Walter attributed the change in his attitude to the fact that ‘I don’t have to be 

authoritarian anymore, because as a school we have put out our parameters, we have set 

out our stall, all of us know what we are working for. We bring in new teachers and we 

induct them into how this is our culture, so I don’t have to lay it down anymore. But in 

the first years because we had nothing, you had to be more authoritarian’ (Walter).

Six principals remembered being very democratic and flexible as novices. 

However, experience taught them to pull back and make use of more authority. ‘In the 

beginning, very innocently I thought ample freedom and loads of freedom, give 

everybody the freedom they need and everybody would work; and very early on, in the 

very first year of my job, I realised my mistake and started pulling back’ (Charlotte). 

Michael predicted that he might change his approach from being democratic to being 

more directive because of the ‘industrial reaction scenario... I mean we are talking 

about the fact that the school isn’t there to provide you with a job, the school is there for 

the students’ (Michael). Mark started as a more democratic principal because he had 

previously taught in the same school. He felt overwhelmed at the idea of being in a 

position of authority over his former colleagues. He likened his experience to a ‘tsunami 

that comes at you and you just go “Oh God I’m sinking here’” (Mark). Samuel and 

Abigail also remembered changing their initial attitudes from ones of openness and 

flexibility, to more directive and authoritative stances because this was what was 

expected of them as school leaders in their particular schools.

Stephen and George claimed to have become more consistent in their 

approaches towards their jobs over time because they had learned to deal with different 

issues in specific ways. They highlighted their flexibility in their approaches to their 

work and George believed that he had developed a reputation because of which he did 

not have to exert his authority overtly, since people knew what to expect from him. He 

compared this process to the movement of a pendulum. ‘You let it out so you have to 

draw it back in again, because people are saying no so you have to become more
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authoritarian for two or three years and then you let it out again, until you reach that 

point where people say hang on a minute there, this works’ (George).

Only James, Adam, Martin, Ted, Thomas and William thought that they had not 

changed their approaches or attitudes to their work, although some did recall making 

mistakes and having learnt from them. James mentioned following his basic beliefs and 

having strong Tines of communication’ with people in the school, insisting that such an 

attitude had always worked for him. Adam remembered being able to ‘work a happy 

medium’ in an open environment of trust, since he preferred the model of ‘lead 

management’. In his view, he engaged with people, had conversations, and encouraged 

them to take up responsibilities. William thought that he had such immense teaching 

experience that he was not ‘floundering’ during his initial period, as others might have 

been. But he was sure that he brought a very different attitude from the one the previous 

principal had had. ‘The previous principal would have been very standoffish... I don’t 

think that he liked students very much to be quite honest with you. And so he didn’t 

have a close relationship with tire students. Now I have very good relations with the 

students’ (William).

9.2.5 External factors and influences resulting in changing attitudes ofprincipals:

External factors such as cut backs, a moratorium on promotions, recession, 

layoffs, pay cuts, industrial disputes, the role of teachers’ unions and the influence of 

the DES, all emerged as important themes, since they were identified by principals as 

influences that impacted on their decisions and actions as school leaders. George, Sarah, 

Timothy, Peter and Abigail all mentioned the important role that the teachers’ unions 

played in the running of their schools, especially in the manner in which principals dealt 

with teachers. George suggested that, while he would be willing to delegate ‘as much as 

I possibly can’, he found himself restrained by the unions ‘who don’t want teachers 

sometimes to take that delegation and that’s one of the big philosophical problems in 

the voluntary secondary schools’ (George). In other words, in the views of the 

principals, at least, delegation which could encourage collaborative work may be 

curtailed by the unions as teachers have to follow the regulations set down by the 

unions. ‘So we have to be careful when...you know...asking people to do extra things 

or delegating responsibilities. If it was in the post of responsibility structure then you 

can do it.. .outside that it is purely voluntary’ (Timothy).
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Other, more immediate, problems were also referred to. ‘With the cuts in 

funding at the moment [a reference to economic circumstances in Ireland from 2009, 

and governmental responses to those circumstances] the department has set up a 

moratorium on promotion in civil service. So basically if you’re doing a job for me as 

part of this system and then you leave, you are not replaced’ leaving the principal and 

the deputy principal to somehow fill the gap since the ‘government is refusing to fill 

these posts at the moment’ (James). Brian also mentioned the fact that the moratorium 

had led to a situation in which teachers were not willing to give their time freely and 

said he found it challenging to keep staff motivated enough to work ‘to the best of their 

ability’. He acknowledged making major changes because of the ‘recession, cutbacks 

[and also] a very tumultuous industrial actions climate’. This, he said, had made people 

more ‘difficult to manage, people are more difficult to motivate because you are 

restricted financially and also from the point of view of the promotion path within 

schools’ (Brian). Mark, Peter and Abigail also mentioned the heightened fmstration 

caused by these socio-economic conditions and the consequent difficulty getting 

teachers involved in voluntary work, ‘like you need teachers to do a little bit here and a 

little bit there, because for instance, we don’t have the money to pay them to take 

football teams out’ (Mark).

Sylvia and Thomas mentioned the role of the DES in encouraging teachers to get 

involved in the preparation of policy documents for the school. ‘[T]hat was very 

positive...because it did bring people together, it brought teachers together and it 

stopped the area of somebody saying that you know I’m the teacher, I do it my way and 

nothing else matters’ (Thomas). However, Thomas stressed that because of cutbacks 

and a moratorium on promotions a person coming into teaching would find ‘there aren’t 

many wonderful opportunities you know, there aren’t really, unless you are personally 

motivated’ (Thomas). As principals are under immense pressure, unless they are 

intrinsically motivated they may not manage to encourage teachers to be actively 

involved for the sake of students, making the situation worse in a vicious circle of 

decline.

The previous discussion highlighted past experiences of principals that had 

impacted on their leadership styles from the outset. However, several factors were 

identified by certain principals as having led to changes in their attitudes from being 

authoritarian to being more democratic or facilitative, or vice versa, during their time as 

principals. Some recalled being authoritarian as novice principals to ‘gain more control’
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or prove their superiority and gain credibility, (masking a lack of confidence). Once 

these initial concerns were dealt with and these principals thought themselves to be in 

control, and they thought they were accepted by staff and students, they gained more 

confidence and created more democratic structures within their schools, a process 

described by one as his having ‘mellowed’(Walter). Or, as Walter said: ‘1 don’t have to 

be authoritarian anymore, because as a school we have put out our parameters, we have 

set out our stall, all of us know what we are working for. We bring in new teachers and 

we induct them into how this is our culture, so I don’t have to lay it down anymore. But 

in the first years because we had nothing, you had to be more authoritarian’.

Some principals started by being extremely facilitative and democratic in their 

approach towards teachers and students, thinking that giving them the freedom and 

space to work would prove beneficial. Another admitted finding it hard to be 

authoritarian with former colleagues since he had been appointed principal in the same 

school he had been teaching in for many years. However, these principals soon realised 

their ‘mistake’ and decided to ‘pull back’, becoming more directive and providing more 

structure. Samuel and Abigail admitted changing stance from being facilitative and 

encouraging collaboration amongst teachers, to being more authoritarian because that 

was the expectation of the staff and students. Their schools’ previous principals had 

developed attitudes of compliance and dependency in teachers and students, leaving 

them unsure about how to deal with sudden change. However, several other principals 

reported not changing their attitudes towards their work, and claimed to have achieved 

‘a happy medium’ (Adam) from the outset by encouraging involvement by teachers and 

students, engaging with people, developing open lines of communication and providing 

guidelines and structures for the benefit of all.

Several principals referred to external considerations such as cutbacks, a 

moratorium on promotions, recession, redundancies, pay cuts, industrial disputes, the 

role of teachers’ unions and the influence of the DES as influences on their work as 

principals. The main problem that surfaced was the presence of the teachers’ unions and 

the part they were said to play in the running of schools. Principals thought they were 

restricted in their delegation of responsibilities and could not include teachers in 

decision-making in schools since the unions ‘don’t want teachers sometimes to take that 

delegation’, as George put it, a point confirmed by another principal who objected to 

having ‘to abide by ... union regulations’ (Timothy).
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Some principals elaborated on the moratorium on promotion which had led to 

gaps, because once a teacher or someone in a middle management left a position would 

not be filled, thus putting further pressure on the principals and deputy principals to 

carry out extra responsibilities. As already mentioned, the principals often claimed that 

the unions did not allow extra delegation of responsibilities, leading to a further increase 

in their workloads and making for very few chances to practise democracy, or so they 

alleged.

9.2.6 Principals’ relationship with teachers and students:

Most principals recalled instances which, they thought, reflected their attempts 

to maintain some balance between their authority and allowing teachers and students a 

sense of freedom. Some principals used words such as ‘collaborative’, ‘consultative’, 

‘communicative’, ‘shared learning’ ‘collegiality’ in describing their ways of providing 

teachers with opportunities to be part of the decision-making process thus ensuring 

success in achieving common goals by creating ‘a sense of shared identity’ (Ellemers, 

Gilder & Haslam 2004, p 467). Others showed reluctance to use the word 

‘authoritarian’ but instead used terms such as ‘providing instruction’, ‘offering 

guidance’, ‘delegation of responsibilities’, ‘distribution of responsibilities’ or ‘providing 

structures’ which indicated their detemiination to retain positions of authority within 

school making decisions for teachers and students. As Sylvia put it; ‘You need quite a 

lot of time in a school to try and you know [pause] balance those resources and 

responsibilities across the school’.

My findings suggest that principals’ relationships with teachers and students in 

their respective schools were varied and originated from different sources. I have briefly 

presented a summary of the principals’ responses while referring to their relationships 

with teachers and students in (Appendix E).

There were eight principals of DEIS schools and they collectively acknowledged 

that children in their schools were coming from extremely disadvantaged backgrounds 

and required much more help and support than those coming from more secure and 

supportive backgrounds. However, in dealing with teachers and students they all 

exhibited different responses. Mark and Michael both claimed that they were very 

democratic in their approach towards their teachers. Like Michael, Mark also worked 

strategically in ‘floating’ initiatives for teachers who wanted to work on them. ‘Like I 

wouldn’t go after a teacher and say that I want you to do this... I don’t think that in the
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current climate that is going to work...that could backfire (Mark).’ He showed a keen 

awareness of the issues that the students coming from extreme disadvantage brought 

with them and the problems teachers faced in dealing with such students. Thus, 

although he expected his teachers to work with their students sincerely he claimed that 

he did not have to ‘go after them’ as they were ‘fantastic’ in the work they did with the 

students. Like some other principals, Mark worked strategically in ‘floating’ initiatives 

for teachers who wanted to work on them and said: ‘I wouldn’t go after a teacher and 

say that I want you to do this... I don’t feel that in the current climate that is going to 

work because I just think that that could backfire. Like I would put it up and say is 

anybody interested? And they do come back’. Michael also claimed to ‘working with 

them [teachers] as opposed to me directing them’. They both believed in treating the 

students with respect and ‘in an adult way (Michael)’ since the students did not have 

‘huge expectations of themselves (Mark)’. Thus collaboration, encouragement and 

mutual respect were qualities they claimed they aspired to achieve. Rost (1991) refers to 

such mutual purposes as being ethical in nature since they all participate equally and 

respectfully.

Walter and Brian although principals of DEIS schools exhibited their 

authoritarian natures in their dealings with teachers and students in their respective 

schools. Walter believed in practising what he referred to as ‘legitimate authority’ and 

distributed responsibilities with the expectation that teachers will also accept 

‘accountability’ for the work done. His authority was not just the result of his years of 

experience as a principal but it was more to do with his personality that was clearly 

authoritarian in vociferously saying that both teachers and students ‘will be reprimanded 

on the basis of a lack of respect, for themselves and for everyone around them 

(Walter)’. Brian’s authoritarian approach seemed mainly a result of his young age and 

inexperience as he admitted that ‘in one or two cases particularly, my [young] age is 

something that would challenge them [the older staff] and something that has led to 

problems on occasions (Brian)’. Although authoritarian in attitude, they both displayed 

a keen understanding of their students’ needs while considering their backgrounds and 

the issues they confronted. Thus, the level of authority they used in providing 

instmctions to teachers, although questionable, may seem justified for this very reason.

The remaining four principals of DEIS schools displayed a more balanced 

approach in dealing with teachers and students in their schools. This balance could be 

attributed to the fact that although they stressed on providing instmctions and stmctures
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for the teachers to follow while teaching, they did so in order to provide a sense of 

security because most of them ‘are battling with a lot of issues that people who come 

from families that are supportive just don’t understand sometimes (George)’. Ihus, 

providing ‘a certain level of compassion while making sure that they [students] have 

ample opportunities to explore their creativity (Charles)’, were ideals that these 

principals espoused to achieve. Adam believed in ‘consultation, cooperation and 

collaboration’ with his teachers ‘to set a good example’ for them to follow while 

working with their students. Charlotte displayed her authoritarian side while referring to 

some teachers who displayed a lack of compassion and understanding for their students. 

Charlotte cited an incident in which she felt forced to display her authority so as to 

develop an atmosphere of fairness and equality in a school which had been ‘very 

stratified’. She explained that: ‘There were senior teachers and there were junior 

teachers.. .the junior teachers might have been working here fifteen years but they were 

still seen as the junior lot’. She made a very small change by changing how lists in the 

school as these had previously been structured on the basis of seniority of teachers were 

displayed, she alphabetised everything. She encountered some friction initially, but 

‘after a while people ... adapted well to that’, hi trying to deal with such problematic 

teachers, whom she claimed tried to spread negativity in the school; she ended up 

dividing them into groups ‘to manipulate the groups’ a strategic move that she felt 

would help dispel existing tensions. Her strategic move led her towards following the 

tenets of the leader-member exchange theory, where the leader develops relationships 

with individuals rather than with groups. And in doing that creates what Vecchio (1982) 

refers to as the in-group and the out-group. However, her apparently authoritarian 

stance towards teachers in the out-group can be understood while considering her 

compassionate understanding of her students’ needs and the measures she adopted to 

provide a sense of security to them. So even if they led miserable lives outside, they 

came to a place they could feel safe. Patently, Charlotte was anything but authoritarian 

in her dealings with her students.

As principals of fee paying schools William, Thomas and Peter claimed that 

they had a more demanding approach towards their teachers. William reported that he 

came into a system that he felt required changes. He introduced changes and new 

initiatives that he thought would prove beneficial for the school. His main expectation 

from his teachers was high perfonnance and felt he got immense support both from 

teachers and students. Peter admitted going into a system where teachers expected to be
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led. He claimed he brought in a change and encouraged teachers to work independently 

but accepted that it turned out to be a mistake since that freedom was misused, forcing 

him to pull back and revert to a more authoritarian stance whenever needed. Whatever 

their style of leading they were all focused on how to provide proper guidance and 

support to their students and all their efforts seemed geared towards that.

Of the remaining principals Sarah and Timothy displayed more authoritarian 

attitudes in their dealing with teachers but showed a lot of compassion and 

understanding for the needs of students. They claimed that they encouraged 

collaboration and involvement of teachers in making decisions for the students, to 

provide them the necessary supports and guidance. In developing a culture of 

collaborative and shared learning Sylvia displayed herself as what Senge (1990) refers 

to as the ‘leader as teacher’ (p 356) where the idea is of fostering learning in the entire 

school. ‘There is some level of succession planning...and shared responsibility 

(Sylvia)’. Ted and Stephen practised more or less the same style in distributing 

leadership strategically to allow teachers to ‘show their leadership qualities (Ted)’ and 

to ensure that ‘management is every post in the school (Stephen)’. Such attitudes 

exemplified efforts made in developing positive ‘relationships between those who 

aspire to lead and those who choose to follow’ (Kouzes & Posner 2007, p 70).

Samuel, Susan, Martin and Abigail tried to make use of both authority and 

flexibility depending on the situation they encountered in dealing with teachers and 

students. Martin believed that ‘there are times when the staff needs you to show 

authority and ...make the hard decisions’. Abigail claimed she did not like to keep 

control but did not appreciate when teachers or students went ahead and did something 

without consulting her. Samuel believed that there were times when he was forced to 

take up his position of authority and make certain decisions ‘irrespective of whether 

someone thinks that it is deserved or not’ and Susan sums it up thus; ‘I will delegate and 

I will ask them to be accountable and I will let them make the decisions’. These 

principals behaved either with authority or democratically depending on their particular 

situations, relevant to the situational theory of leadership presented by Hersey and 

Blanchard (1982) that focuses on the characteristics of the followers as the most 

important element of the situation and which determines the effectiveness of the 

leader’s behaviour.

Almost all the principals asserted that they were flexible in the manner in which 

they worked with their teachers; in some cases they operated from positions of authority
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and in others encouraged collaboration and shared learning. Although its extent varied, 

there was a general tendency towards flexibility, and none confessed to absolute 

inflexibility. One reason for this flexibility was to ensure ‘some level of succession 

planning.... So you are encouraging that person [ie the one charged with some role] to 

surround themselves with... [a] team so that there is shared responsibility. Wliere if you 

give one person the responsibility, if that person goes, it’s like pulling the plug on that 

particular initiative and the water goes out’ (Sylvia). Principals such as this, seemingly 

‘recognised that collaborative networks among educators were essential for successful 

teaching and learning [original emphasis]. They modelled teamwork, provided time for 

collaborative work, and actively advocated sharing and peer observation’ (Blase & 

Blase 2000 p 135).

Another reason for promoting a culture of collaboration was the principals’ 

realisation that they could not do everything themselves. As one put it: ‘we cannot be in 

every classroom all the time, we cannot teach every subject’ (Stephen). Thus he, like 

some others, distributed responsibilities strategically amongst teachers so that 

‘management is every post in the school’ (Stephen). Or as another said: ‘every post had 

an element of leadership in it’ (Ted). However, various principals acknowledged 

exercising caution in delegating responsibilities as not everything could be delegated. 

‘[I]f you do that you are not an effective leader and people will see that you are off

loading or dumping things on them’ (James). The typical approach was to distribute 

responsibilities while keeping the strengths, interests and abilities of teachers in mind. 

By doing this, the principals appeared to believe that ‘you’ll get huge cooperation from 

the people’ (James). Principals also encouraged team work in subject planning, which 

they believed ‘broke down a lot of barriers’ (James), allowing teachers to interact more 

with each other.

Some principals practised what they referred to as ‘seen leadership’, something 

that consisted in developing ‘personal contact with teachers and students’ (Martin). 

However, principals like Martin were of the view that, although they encouraged and 

supported teachers to be more actively involved in decision-making for the school, they 

would step in as figures of authority if the need arose. ‘There are times when you need 

to consult different people and be democratic as well and you have to bring people 

along and you have to be heard. But you know sometimes like everything democracy 

can side-track things too, like if you have too much talking and not enough action, that 

can fnistrate’ (Martin). Thus, they used what Walter referred to as ‘legitimate
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authority’. However, in practice Walter in particular revealed a strongly authoritarian 

character by saying; ‘the needs of the students come first. I am not here to meet the 

needs of the teachers...! am here to run a school. So the students are at the centre’. He 

strongly believed in the importance of school policies, because once ‘a policy is in place 

you are not worried about the individual...that’s the policy’. Another example of 

‘legitimate authority’ was displayed by William who assumed that his teaching 

experience of 33 years gave him the authority to make decisions for the school and 

thought that this experience allowed teachers to accept his authority and cooperate with 

the changes he brought in.

Some principals reflected on instances in which, personally, they wanted to 

provide opportunities to teachers and students to become active participants in different 

school issues and took their opinions on board; however, they claimed that there were 

times when they were forced to step in and provide direction and ideas. Sometimes, as 

one put it, ‘when people look to you for leadership you have to be able to make those 

decisions’ (Susan). In most cases the principals liked being consulted, but, at the same 

time, trusted their teachers enough to delegate responsibilities and gave them the 

freedom and space to carry out tasks.
Samuel suggested that a principal can earn respect by acknowledging his/her 

mistakes and including teachers in devising solutions to remedy problems. ‘You have to 

exercise authority on occasion irrespective of whether someone thinks that it is deserved 

or not, and that’s what it is. But I would also like to think that there is a fomi of 

authority that’s very democratic and that’s humble’.

In conclusion, it has been established that the principals interviewed while 

expressing a preference for a democratic and collaborative approach typically 

acknowledged the importance of providing structure and guidance in certain 

circumstances. Even in the act of distributing and delegating responsibilities they 

established themselves as figures of authority. Except in three cases they said they had 

initially supported the promotion of democracy in their schools. However, in hindsight 

there had often been a degree of reversal so that most came to stress freedom within 

boundaries and independent work only within certain structures. Different leadership 

styles emerged based on the diverse situations they encountered. They were guided 

either by intrinsic or extrinsic motivational factors which led them to choose styles most 

suited to their personalities, but all were persuaded that they were successful in catering 

for the needs and requirements of people around them.
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9.2.7 SUMMARY OF FINDINGS:
In interviewing Irish school principals my intention was to understand their 

reasons for making certain choices and decisions in running their schools. The previous 

research question concerned these motives from the principals’ points of view, in an 

attempt to understand their personal characteristics and how these had developed as a 

result of their past experiences and interactions. My second research question aimed to 

study the factors that influenced school principals in their tendencies towards authority 

or democracy in dealing with school issues. My study revealed that, while most 

principals said they valued democracy, they occasionally felt forced to provide 

instmction and guidance, in other words to assert their authority. What was also 

revealed was that some principals came into their jobs with certain set ideas about how 

to lead their schools, however, different personal, situational and contextual factors 

brought about changes in their leadership styles. Most of the principals displayed some 

inclination towards being more democratic and preferred to encourage democratic 

systems in their schools, but the importance of providing freedom within boundaries 

and structures was often referred to as a reason for being less than fully democratic. It 

may be that this is an inevitable fact of life, as many fear that unrestrained democracy 

may lead to chaos (Bumheim 1989; Pettit 1999). As Karst (1990) puts it; ‘for every one 

of us ..., the freedom of expression holds a promise, but it also carries a threat’ (p 95). 

But the research did expose hypocrisy on the part of some Irish principals.

There were some principals who rejected the idea of authority while confusing it 

with being authoritarian and instead claimed that they were extremely democratic in 

their dealings with teachers and students. However, during the course of the interviews 

they displayed their use of authority in making decisions for their respective schools and 

in providing instructions to teachers and students. Their denial of using authority gave a 

sense of powerlessness in the face of conflicts and various problems (Bennis & Nanus 

1985) that most principals highlighted. Gardner (1990) criticises this shying away from 

the idea of exercising any form of control or authority over others while claiming to be 

totally democratic. In rejecting their positions of responsibility principals may lose their 

capability ‘to bring about certain intended consequences in the behaviour of others’ 

(Gardner 1990, p 56). Some principals highlighted certain situations in which they were 

forced to work from their position of authority because of the teachers’ expectations. 

For instance, Samuel came into a school where teachers depended on him to make all 

the decisions and looked to him for guidance as that had previously been the culture of
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that school. Thus, the principal was chosen to be the centre of the group. However, there 

were principals like William and Brian who claimed that they liked working from their 

position of authority in encouraging collaborative work within the group, based on 

common goals and aspirations, by detenuining the structure, atmosphere, goals, 

ideology and activities of the group (Yukl 2006; McMahon & Fall 2006). A brief 

summary of the analysis of individual responses to this question have been presented in 

(Appendix D).

9.3 RESEARCH QUESTION 3:
In this section I identify several other themes that emerged in my attempt to 

answer my third research question while highlighting factors which also proved to be 

influential in the formation of principals’ leadership styles.

Q 3: WHAT FACTORS INFLUENCE IRISH SECOND-LEVEL PRINCIPALS IN 

ATTEMPTING TO DEVELOP A BALANCE BETWEEN THE PASTORAL 

AND ACADEMIC ASPECTS OF SCHOOL LIFE?

This topic of discussion with the principals produced very reflective responses

as most described at length their preferences for a balanced pastoral-academic approach.

Not surprisingly, the fee-paying schools emerged as being more focused on academic

performance and achievement because of a certain sort of parental expectation based on

ideas of academic success grounded in simple, measurable quantities (specifically the

‘points’ that govern admission to higher education in Ireland) whereas principals of

schools situated in extremely disadvantaged areas highlighted the importance of having

a strong focus on pastoral support for and the personal development of their smdents.

What 1 want is a process of education in the school that ensures the holistic 
education of all of the students in the school, so that means a combination of 
eveiy thing: academic, spiritual, social, personal and physical.... I don 7 look at 
exam results, I don 7 do analysis of exam results, because that is not a criteria to 
judge anything. Someday the inspectors from the Department of Education will 
come here and they will be asking me how do my English grades, or the school’s 
English grades compare with the national norms?... And Ell he saying that my 
teachers are delivering academic education, physical education, spiritual, 
social, personal, moral ...basically holistic education. Now you cannot measure 
that hut I know what is happening and so do the people who send their children 
here. Regidarly parents would come up to us and say ‘this school does what it 
says on the tin ’, which means that what we are saying that we are doing, we are 
doing (Adam).
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In liis response Adam made it clear that he held on to his ‘personal philosophy 

of education’ and in describing this and the challenges he faced in trying to remain true 

to it he mentioned various factors that principals generally thought influenced the 

cultures of their schools. These can be summarised as;

• Principals’ personal preferences.

• Students’ family and social backgrounds and specific needs.

• Teachers’ involvement.

9.3.1 Principals’ personal preferences:

I think for the future stability of society and for 1 think just for well-being, for 
personal well-being and even your own contentment levels; to me it is the 
pastoral. And it is about learning to be resilient, to be autonomous, to be able to 
read, to be able to critically think and evaluate and enjoy life and give thanks 
for what you have... and that everything isn't about instant gratification... So I 
think that they are your anchors (Sarah).

Twelve principals claimed that they preferred balance, promoting both the 

pastoral care of students and their academic achievements. ‘I don’t think that one is 

more important than the other. You have to have a mix of both.... There are only two 

things needed for a good teacher: to love your subject and to love your pupils. And 

that’s the pastoral and the academics... to be both is to be the ideal teacher’ (William). 

Principals such as James, Charles, Sarah, William, and Brian suggested that it was vital 

for schools to focus on both these aspects of students’ development. ‘They don’t exist 

independently. But again the conversations need to happen all of the time to articulate 

where they meet, where they intertwine and why they are important’ (Sylvia). Stress, in 

this view, should be placed on ‘not just [...] what we teach but how we teach’ 

(Stephen). For Susan, building positive relationships between teachers and students was 

key to the development of the students. As she put it; ‘I believe we are about teaching 

and learning [but] without good pastoral care you won’t have relationships’ so the trick 

was to place emphasis on ‘the teaching and learning while recognising how important 

pastoral care is’ (Susan).

Well I wouldn't separate the tw'o. Good academia is good pastoral, good 
pastoral is good academia. ...they are hand in glove... you just can’t separate 
them...you separate them on paper but they all go together, so it is practised in 
a way to promote the whole person... in this .school we try and take the student 
as the whole person (Walter).
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This personal preference for the holistic development of students was also 

reflected in responses given by Stephen and Adam who both believed in the importance 

of extra-curricular activities alongside academic teaching/leaming. They highlighted the 

importance of developing a ‘process of education in the school that ensures the holistic 

education of all of the students in the school, so that means a combination of 

everything: academic, spiritual, social, personal and physical’ (Adam). Ted, George, 

Charlotte, Adam and Mark all claimed that provision of pastoral care for students was 

far more important than preparing them for their examination so they would, in a way, 

see themselves ‘as the family that some of them never had’ (Mark), and attempted to 

create ‘a relational web ... across the school community’ (Jewett 2009, p 202). 

However, they did accept the importance that they have to give to academic 

performance because of external expectations from parents, the DES and boards of 

management.
I feel (hat the emphasis should be on the, kind of, the personal growth of the 
individual, and I think the academic excellence will come out of that. But 1 think 
if you start on the basis of ‘we ’ll focus on academic excellence come hell or high 
water, 1 think you ’ll end up throwing the baby in the hath water. I think you need 
to hold on to all the little hits that come together to form a school where the kids 
are happy’ (Ted).

Thomas and Timothy stressed the importance of improving the academic 

standards of their students so that, as one put it, they would ‘leave with a basic, 

acceptable academic record.. .that is the most.. .rather that has to be the most important’ 

(Timothy). But this was a minority view.

Thus, various principals claimed not to want to value either the pastoral over the 

academic or the academic over the pastoral. They claimed to be unable and unwilling to 

separate the two. Indeed, most of the principals accorded equal importance to both the 

pastoral care and academic achievement of their students, thereby supporting the idea 

that their ‘schools could integrate and at the same time preserve the exclusivity upon 

which the hierarchy of the academic tradition is founded, by balancing the exclusive 

nature of the academic tradition with the inclusive nature of pastoral care’ (Power 1996, 

p 24). They preferred approaching their students and dealing with issues by trying to 

maintain a balance in the emphasis they gave to both academic and pastoral 

development. Phrases such as, ‘one is not more important than the other’, ‘they don’t 

exist independently’, and ‘[what matters is] not just what we teach but how we teach’ 

all highlighted the importance most principals gave to trying to develop both these 

aspects of their students’ education equally.
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There were principals who believed that ‘the foundation stone is built on the 

pastoral and thereafter the academic’ (Martin). Positive relationships between teachers 

and students were said to be vital and there was an understanding that schools should be 

‘about teaching and learning [but] without good pastoral care you won’t have 

relationships’ (Susan). Some principals reflected on the importance of having a strong 

focus on extra-curricular activities in their schools, thereby ensuring ‘[a] process of 

education in the school that ensures the holistic education of all of the students in the 

school, so that means a combination of everything: academic, spiritual, social, personal 

and physical’ (Adam). There was also emphasis on ‘the personal growth of the 

individual [as] academic excellence will come out of that’ (Ted). There were only two 

principals who stressed the importance of improving academic standards to help their 

students achieve an ‘acceptable academic record’ (Timothy), perhaps even to the 

exclusion of care over pastoral matters.

9.3.2 Students' family and social backgrounds, and specific needs:

If they feel safe they will learn, if they feel threatened then they are not going to 
learn. If they feel disrespected they are not going to learn. If they feel that there 
is discourtesy in the classroom then they are not going to learn. So that has to 
happen in order for other things to flourish (Martin).

Focusing on the students in their schools six principals suggested pastoral care 

was essential for a certain type of student. In other words, those who came from 

extremely disadvantaged backgrounds. ‘I think that if the child isn’t valued, if they are 

only seen as a receptacle for knowledge, society is going to suffer very badly’ (Sylvia). 

And although this emphasis did not entirely displace the principals’ interest in students’ 

academic development, they still stressed the need to provide various supports to these 

students before they could focus on helping them prepare for examinations. 

Highlighting the experiences of students coming from families with very low 

educational expectations, principals such as Ted, Charlotte and Charles believed it was 

essential they be fully supported by their schools since such supports were otherwise 

missing from their lives. But various principals stressed that most of these students had 

the potential to perform well academically if, as one put it: ‘you educate them 

holistically, you give them the full package, you provide them with the opportunities to 

show that they are good at something. And sometimes you get a child, who 

academically will be challenged then you will find that if your emphasis is on say 

results only, that child will be alienated in the whole process’ (Ted). These principals
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stressed the importance of being insightful and understanding of specific needs. 

Tannenbaum and Schmidt (1973) refer to such a leader as being ‘insightful and flexible’ 

(p 101) and one who ‘is able to behave appropriately in the light of these perceptions’ (p 

101) by fluctuating between providing direction and encouraging participation.

If I am a student who finds it veiy difficult to work towards the terminal exam I 
can find subjects that have a second component such that it ’ll have a project 
aspect. That you are matching the subject curricular provision with the aptitude 
and the person of the child such that they can maximise.... Because unless 
students can achieve they can define themselves in terms of their deficits as 
opposed to their strengths. I think it's hugely important. You have to keep them 
challenged enough for them to work hard towards personal fulfilment. What is it 
that they say: the bar has to he out of sight but not out of reach? It has to he just 
enough that excites the expectation without frustrating and saying that no I 'in 
not going there at all (Sylvia).

Brian referred to his school as ‘a bizame social experiment’ as the majority of 

the students ‘would be socio-economically quite deprived and disadvantaged’. For such 

students, the school could potentially be ‘a social time out from the pressures at home 

rather than learning geography at Leaving Cert, level’. However, there were also repeat- 

Leaving Certificate students attending the school who aimed to improve their results. 

Their parents were supportive of the school’s work and these students had an 

‘appreciation of education’. Brian’s plan was to achieve a state of affairs in which both 

the pastoral and academic development of the students could be given equal importance. 

However, he acknowledged that this had been difficult to achieve because, ‘the one 

thing lacking is the parental base and the parental support, and unfortunately that’s the 

primary one’ (Brian). This was consistent with the suggestion that ‘[such] low level of 

meaningful contact with the schools among disadvantaged parents has led many 

educators and others to conclude that such parents lack sufficient interest in their 

children’s education and do not want to work with the schools’ (Moles 1993 p 28). 

Though, of course, this may simply be the impression that principals such as Brian have 

about parents.

James had a wide range of abilities represented in his school, because of which it 

was important for him to balance the provision made for pastoral care with the 

importance given to academic improvement and achievement. This, he thought, was a 

change from what had previously been the case when ‘you had the stereotype of the 

failing class...the dumb class. But now we have mixed ability and we have been 

monitoring it very closely and it has affected in a positive way... the atmosphere of the
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school. And then you see the young people are suddenly not treated as lower class 

citizens’ just because they are being labelled as failures because of their poor academic 

performance’ (James). As principal of a fee-paying school Peter stressed the high 

academic achievements of his students (though this was not a claim verified in the 

course of this research) but although his pupils came from affluent backgrounds there 

were some who came with troubling issues such as family break ups and separations. As 

a result he explained: ‘they are moved between schools and that kind of trauma in their 

early life can have a huge detrimental effect on them as teenagers’. The school did, 

therefore, provide some emotional support for pupils. However, Peter admitted that 

although ‘that would be part of what we do but it wouldn’t be kind of the core of what 

we do, it would not be at the heart of what we do, teaching and learning is what we do 

here and that’s our business’ (Peter). Thomas also acknowledged that although, as a fee

paying school principal his main emphasis was on the academic achievement of 

students, there were roughly 35% for whom pastoral care was vitally important, 

‘because I think that it can change the way they see themselves first of all, because it is 

often times a problem that how they see themselves and how they are perceived by their 

peers’. Both Thomas and Peter mentioned a tendency for parents of students to come to 

their schools saying that they ‘are more interested in how well the boys do 

academically’ (Thomas) and ‘they want to make sure that they [their children] are being 

taught and they are looking for their kid to be up there at the top’ (Peter). However, it 

remains moot whether or not such schools do achieve better academic results than their 

non-fee-paying alternatives and, more importantly, whether ‘points’ constitute any real 

measure of learning, academic or otherwise.

At the opposite extreme Ted reflected on the significance of the number of 

children coming to his school from the travelling community and suggested that they 

were ‘a particularly difficult group to motivate as culturally they’ve got obstacles in 

their way...and there Just isn’t the same promotion and advocacy for education in their 

homes’. Nonetheless, Ted, with the help of his teachers tried to educate such children 

‘holistically’, offering them opportunities that they might not otherwise have had. 

Samuel mentioned a programme in his school that involved working with children with 

special needs by encouraging creativity through subjects such as art and music. ‘The 

idea is that children learn best when there is the possibility of learning practical subjects 

as well as academic subjects... and that’s what we try to do’ (Samuel). Young people in 

particular, Timothy suggested, may be susceptible to external influences so that ‘all the

325



vulnerabilities there are in the society are there in the children, children are very 

vulnerable, especially the age from 12 to 18, and you need that extra layer of support 

beyond the academic nature of the school which of course is pastoral care...it has to be 

there too’ (Timothy). This summed up the position of many principals from 

disadvantaged schools.

Most of the principals mentioned the fact that parents, in selecting a school for 

their children, will give great importance to the schools’ past academic records. 

Knowing this drives most of the policies and plans that principals make for their 

schools. James acknowledged that parents wanted to send their children to his school 

‘because they know that our academic performance is good. But it must be good, if it 

isn’t it’s [obvious] that you are settling a low standard for your school’ (James). But, at 

the opposite extreme, some parents just ‘want[ed] to see that he [a typical pupil] is safe, 

that he has good friends and he comes and goes to school without any hassle, that’s the 

biggest concern for parents...their happiness’ (Timothy). Although the expectations of 

both these different types of parents were more or less the same their reasons were 

completely different: the DEIS school parents wanted their children to be happy and to 

achieve whatever they were capable of achieving, most parents sending their children to 

fee paying schools thought that they were ‘transfening... their wealth [to their 

children’s] educational values, their educational attainment... and they know that it will 

open up the professions for them’ (Peter).

It has been suggested that principals who are more interested in working in 

unstable and low-achieving schools are those who genuinely want to contribute to the 

lives of children coming from disadvantaged backgrounds (Ritchie 2010). Six principals 

in my study acknowledged that pastoral care was essential for their students, since they 

came from extremely disadvantaged backgrounds. Much the same point was made by 

Epstein (1995), who extended it to consider school/family relations, generally in such 

contexts.

If educators view children simply as students, they are likely to see the family as 
separate from the school. That is, the family is expected to do its job and leave 
the education of children to the schools. If educators view students as children, 
they are likely to see both the family and the community as partners with the 
school in children’s education and development [original emphasis] (Epstein 
1995 p 701).

Principals of DEIS schools seemed to display deeper understanding of issues 

that their students might face at home and tried to provide more positive environments 

as a result. Students coming from disadvantaged and deprived areas may need much
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more care and compassion at school than they get from their home lives (Sanacore 

1995). Some principals, such as Charlotte, argued that placing less emphasis on the 

academic achievements of pupils in DEIS schools could have the effect of adding to 

their deprivation. Thus, although she was in favour of providing pastoral care to 

students who needed it, she created programmes intended to assess students’ academic 

abilities and to provide extra assistance and encouragement to the more able. Sylvia 

made much the same point in saying: ‘[As a teacher] what I am trying to do is excite an 

interest in the students as learners and I am facilitating their acquisition of knowledge. 

But that interest has to be excited in such a way that they can continue when I am no 

longer there’. Her efforts are completely contradictory to what Anyon (2006) refers to 

while describing the education provided to children belonging to different social classes 

in the American context. And there, schools like the Irish DEIS schools, undergo a 

teaching and learning process that is mechanical and meaningless ‘involving rote 

behaviour and very little decision making or choice’ (p 256). From my own experience, 

principals of DEIS schools seemed fully aware of the ‘real’ needs of their students and 

focused more on their holistic education while encouraging creativity and active 

participation from their students. Such leaders, Starratt (2005) argues pay less attention 

to what is wrong and lead all the people around them towards ‘enhanced opportunities’ 

(P 130).
In dealing with mixed-ability groups in their schools some principals found it 

essential to balance the provision made for pastoral care with the importance given to 

academic improvement and achievement. As one put it: ‘if I am a student who finds it 

very difficult to work towards the tenninal exam 1 can find subjects that have a second 

component such that it’ll have a project aspect. That you are matching the subject 

curricular provision with the aptitude and the person of the child, such that they can 

maximise’ (Sylvia). Bergmark (2008) refers to these basic needs and their fulfilment as 

‘character education... [education that] promotes the moral development of students 

and also enhances their academic learning’ (p 267). Bergmark has further highlighted 

the fact that principals play a key role in ensuring that this type of character education 

takes place. ‘Principals must understand, be committed to and take action if such an 

education is to result in the development of character skills’ (p 267).

As heads of second-level schools the principals displayed keen awareness of 

issues that their students experienced and suggested that they may be susceptible to 

external pressures and influences. This is consistent with the claim made by Steinberg

327



(1983) that ‘the changes in identity which take place during adolescence involve the 

first substantial recognition and restructuring of the individual’s sense of self at a time 

when he or she has the intellectual capability to appreciate fully just how significant the 

changes are’ (p. 255).

Principals of fee-paying schools emerged as being more focused on academic 

performance and achievement because of parental expectations. And although most of 

their children came from affluent backgrounds there were some who came with 

troubling family issues, making it important for schools to provide some emotional 

support for such students. However, principals like Peter admitted that that was not the 

most important thing in their schools. James also claimed that his school’s past 

academic record was an important determinant for parents selecting it for their children. 

Whereas, Timothy offered the opposite view, saying that parents ‘want[ed] to see that 

he [a typical pupil in his boys’ school] is safe, that he has good fiiends and he comes 

and goes to school without any hassle, that’s the biggest concern for parents...their 

happiness’.

9.3.3 Teachers’ involvement and input:

Several principals mentioned the important role teachers played in caring for 

students. As discussed in the previous section, most principals developed school 

policies through a collaborative process, involving their teachers in the decision-making 

process. In the same way, whether principals focused more on academic development or 

emphasised the provision of pastoral care to their students often depended on how 

involved the teachers wanted to be in that process. Stephen and Charlotte reflected on 

the importance of recognising the hard work and effort of teachers. Because, in their 

opinions, teachers’ involvement in extra-curricular activities was not generally 

recognised so that there was ‘no recognition of the untold hours that teachers all over 

the country are putting in through extra-curricular activities and the over-all 

development of the students in our care’ (Stephen). Stephen along with the other senior 

management of the school, made sure to acknowledge this hard work because ‘whatever 

the teacher does, just a little bit of support makes a big difference in the quality of work 

being done by that teacher’.

Michael claimed to have observed a difference in the attitudes and responses of 

senior and junior teachers, which led him to involve younger staff in more pastoral 

activities rather than senior teachers ‘who were very much from.. .let’s say the academic
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tradition’. These teachers, he suggested, found it hard to break from their habit of 

focusing primarily on the curriculum. By contrast, he said that he found it easier getting 

younger teachers involved in various initiatives, as they brought ‘a different energy and 

say that it’s gradually influencing some of the older people as well in terms of the way 

they look at people and their pastoral role’ (Michael).

Thomas, Susan, Brian and Abigail believed that it depended on the teachers’ 

personal preferences which approaches they took in working with students. But, 

generally, they were of the view that both teachers and pupils derived benefit from such 

relationships; ‘it enriches what they do.. .and not only is it of benefit to the child but it is 

a benefit to them and their craft’ (Susan). Effective teachers were seen to be more 

involved in the positive development of their students, they ‘take an incredible interest 

in their kids all the way through. And every teacher would see themselves as a pastoral 

mentor or a role model’ (Peter).

The schools’ mission statements, school ethos and charter documents were 

identified as influences by four principals, since they set or implied standards to which 

they were expected to adhere. Michael mentioned the danger of losing teachers who 

were willing to work with different initiatives due to cut backs and a moratorium on 

promotions and said that due to a shortage of teachers, provision of pastoral care might 

not be the easiest thing for schools to maintain. Stephen reflected on the fact that 

schools were ‘driven [and] controlled by the finances and by the economists, and by 

business and industry’, thus forcing them to concentrate more on the academic 

development of students. Referring to the Leaving Certificate examination William 

suggested it was vital as; ‘other people use it to measure your school’s performance and 

you want to come up...you want to come up well’. But Samuel, on the other hand, 

refeiTed to this system as being ‘wrong on a number of fronts’. He called the Leaving 

Certificate ‘evil’ since it selected students who could go on to university education, but 

resulted in those who did less well, being described as ‘failures’ (Samuel).

9.3.4 SUMMARY OF FINDINGS:

It has been said that a vision as to the future direction of a school should consist 

of four things; ‘focus (individual focus on each child); environment (safe, caring, 

positive relationships); expectations (school values regarding actions/behaviours of 

students, staff, parents); and, scope (lifelong learning, community social capital)’ (Quit, 

Drysdale & Mulford 2005, p 544). The school principal is typically considered to be the
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most important contributing factor in the holistic development of students (for example: 

Leithwood & Jantzi 1999) and in making such a vision ‘come true’.

Different principals in my research indicated that they had visions that led them

‘to prepare them [students] for examinations’, but also; ‘to give them an understanding

that there are people in the world who are not as well off as they are’, and promote the;

‘notion that education is for life, not just for now and that learning is for life’ (Adam).

They emphasised the importance of role modelling to ensure that the positive values

pupils gained in school ‘don’t stay at the cerebral level, that they are lived and that they

are practical, and... that they are common sense’ (Sylvia). So that:
[Those values] also reflect[ed]...respect for parents and families, because 
sometimes we as teachers come from a vejy different cultural background to that of 
our students and we don 7 have that respect for students and their lives, we actually 
don 7 make the connections. We can be kind but in actual fact in our kindness we 
can be terribly patronising.... So 1 do think that they fvalues] have to be so 
situationally contextualised and relevant and respectful of the ordinariness of all of 
our lives and they are hugely important (Sylvia).

Thus, by displaying an understanding of their responsibility to provide positive 

educational and learning experiences to students principals may have ‘a favourable 

effect upon the[ir] future’ (Dewey 1938, p 50). Such principals, who work with the 

intention of developing ‘interpersonal relationships’ by role-modelling and by 

promoting ‘two way communication’ between themselves and other people in the 

school (Brown, Trevino & Harrison 2005), are, it seems, more likely to establish 

balanced links between the opposing yet complementary demands made on schools.

Ritchie (2010) suggests that principals who are more interested in unstable and 

low-achieving schools are the ones who genuinely want to make a difference in the 

lives of children coming from disadvantaged backgrounds. This interest was displayed 

by principals of DEIS schools who showed a stronger inclination towards maintaining a 

balance between pastoral care and academic teaching than the principals of fee-paying 

schools who accepted the importance of pastoral care but claimed that they were forced 

to pay more attention to the academic achievements of their students due to external 

pressures and demands. There was a general acknowledgement of the importance of a 

holistic education for their students, referred to as ‘character education [that] promotes 

the moral development of students and also enhances their academic learning’ 

(Bergmark 2008, p 267). However, several problems were identified that hampered 

their attempts at facilitating such an education. Issues such as job cuts and a moratorium 

on promotions and the role of teachers’ unions were just some of the things that were
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identified as creating difficulties for principals to include more teachers in different 

initiatives that could benefit students’ holistic development. A brief summary of the 

analysis of individual responses to this question has been presented in (Appendix D).

In answering my first three research questions I identified the various leadership 

styles that emerged as a consequence of the principals’ past influences and experiences, 

their interaction with different people, situational demands, different external and 

internal expectations and the principals’ daily experiences. Not all the principals 

exhibited the ability to change (William and Brian), and there were some principals who 

claimed that they were too compliant or too flexible in dealing with teachers and 

students (Mark and Peter), but the majority seemed to exhibit a reasonable flexibility; 

neither too much nor too little. I answer my last research question below in an attempt 

to show the external and internal challenges faced by the principals and the manner in 

which they deal with them while practising what may be labelled their particular 

leadership styles.

9.4 RESEARCH QUESTION 4:
Q 4: DO IRISH SCHOOL PRINCIPALS, IN CONFRONTING AND DEALING 

WITH BOTH INTERNAL AND EXTERNAL CHALLENGES, MANAGE TO 

ESTABLISH THEMSELVES AS INTERMEDIARIES BETWEEN 

PUPILS/TEACHERS AND EXTERNAL BODIES?

In this section I analyse the responses given by principals about the challenges 

they confront, both externally and internally. While analysing the principals’ responses I 

realised that most internal challenges were outcomes or results of external pressures that 

they faced.

You hiow the position ofprincipal has become less desirable for people, more of 
a liabilit}’, because they see what's involved with the principal in their own 
school that they are being pulled here and there and I suppose as they say that 
they haven’t got a minute. And so it isn’t... it isn’t that attractive for a lot of 
people (Michael).

Time management proved to be a major challenge for most principals as they 

stmggled to meet the demands of teachers and students, while working within the 

parameters set out by the DES and boards of management. The single most time- 

consuming task for them was the paperwork they had to deal with, which most believed
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was a result of the changes in the legal framework for schools in Ireland. Typical

comments included: ‘In the last ten, twelve years, seven or eight major pieces of

legislation have impinged our work: [such as] health and safety requirements’ (George);

‘whole school evaluation...the whole school inspection ... and the inspectors frequently

just come to look for the law, the legislation and they are ticking boxes for that’

(Charlotte). One principal mused on this theme at some length.

AIJ the legislation that comes in you are up to here in work and you don 't find 
the time to get around to that, and for a lot of this you have got to get outside 
help because a lot of these policies are structured in the legal framework and 
are then legally binding so you have got to get support to develop those policies, 
get them to the staff and get them to the Board, that’s all extra time (Timothy).

Charles also stniggled to meet deadlines in filling out paperwork which had 

deadlines and consequences for the school if those deadlines were not met, of which he 

said: ‘So just trying to get that balance right between having that presence out in the 

corridor and being a support and yes knowing that you’d better get your teacher 

allocations in or you won’t get your resources for special needs’. Martin and William 

claimed that although it was important to listen to grievances that parents, teachers and 

students might have handling such issues took up most of their time.

Samuel referred to having lost a considerable amount of time in dealing with 

someone whom he considered to be a problematic teacher. ‘Like in a class it can be that 

there are those one or two kids that are problematic that take up all your time, similarly 

in a school and it’s the one or two who are problematic who take up such a huge 

inordinate amount of time that... that, that has been a real draw’. He had gone as far as 

the high court to deal with one particular teacher which was not pleasant for him 

(though nor, presumably, was it pleasant for the teacher concerned, whose version of 

events we do not know) and was also time consuming. Likewise, the amount of time 

Sarah spent on improving the physical condition of her school proved quite challenging 

for her. As she said: ‘it’s a challenge on me personally on my time, my family and on 

my energy levels. That’s for sure and I’ll have to see whether it’s sustainable. So I 

would always worry about myself because I put so much of myself into it’. Timothy 

claimed that giving time to people was of the utmost importance to him but between 

dealing with students, teachers and parents he claimed to get hardly any time for 

himself
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Michael highlighted a common issue faced by principals in referring to an 

increase in their management and administrative demands and recalled an incident in 

which two students came to his office looking for a screwdriver as one of them could 

not open his locker. ‘So where else would you go? You go to the principal. So I had the 

screwdriver, we went up to the locker and what was fascinating was that I managed to 

take up the screwdriver and pop it out, but one of the other lads, there were a few other 

lads at their lockers, and I heard one of the other lads saying to his friend “Oh so that’s 

what he does” and Michael laughed as he emphasised the change in perception of 

teachers and students about the real role of the principal.

Sarah reflected on the ‘physical daidgery’ of trying to juggle so many things 

while constantly being aware of the level of accountability that was there for them as a 

school. ‘The demands on you as a person too externally, the demands of meetings at 

night, the demands of having... like in the mornings I open the school’. And all these 

demands were in addition to the ‘actual, official’ responsibilities imposed upon her by 

the DES and the board of management.

Ted mentioned some of his students facing problems associated with drug and 

alcohol abuse because of their families and the communities they lived in. ‘And that’s 

confinned with I suppose with my contact with the Gardai as well, who feel that there 

has perhaps been a very unwelcome growth in the number of people/families that are 

affected by drugs. And 1 suppose these children then are going to be affected in turn’. 

He related an incident:
We have this one child in second year, he initially dropped out and the social 
sen’ices are unable to get him back into school, the welfare hoard is unable to 
get him back into school. His situation is that his father is in jail eontinuously 
over the last twenty years, and his mother is a heroin addict. And I think that, 
well he is a veiy nice child actually in a lot of ways and he has got a good brain 
and under different circumstances, in a different place, he could be a different 
person altogether.

He felt ethically obliged to do something for the child and while working in 

conjunction with the social services and some teachers in the school he reduced the 

number of subjects from his curriculum and provided him extra teaching after school. 

However, Ted was unable to keep the boy in school for long but his concern for the 

child spoke volumes about his compassionate approach towards children who came to 

school with such behavioural problems.
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I jiist thhik that for him inside of a classroom, whai happens is that when he gets 
disconnected from the system, then he begins to lose track of what's going on in 
the class and then he becomes disruptive and everybody else’s education suffers. 
Now I understand that for example, in his home like his mother is a veiy nice 
woman, but I don 't feel that she is able for him and he would bully her, he would 
have beaten her quite a bit as well, which is why the social sendees got involved. 
But ultimately he has a good brain, he is just I think damaged because of his 
environmental setup you know.

William also described a similar incident during which three students were 

involved in selling drugs in the school and had to be expelled. Mark too referred to his 

students faced with the presence of drugs due to the location of the school and the areas 

from which the pupils came.

Stephen claimed to have encountered problems in trying to change ‘the mind-set

of established teachers because they were educated in a certain way and they brought

that with them to the classroom’. Charlotte remembered a similar issue she faced in

trying to break what she saw as an outdated mentality on the part of some teachers who

thought that their position of seniority exempted them from following any new policies

that might be in place and thought that ‘they are entitled to authority or entitled to a

management post just because they are in a certain position and think that their

experience is enough to prove who they are’.

Issues such as increase in the ‘pupil-teacher ratio’ (Ted), legal battles around

‘expulsions or suspensions or enrolments...that’s a big leadership challenge’ (Susan)

and the role of the teachers’ unions were often referred to, as was the practice of Whole

School Evaluation (WSE). Of WSE, one principal said the following:

[It’s] only an evaluation now of the management of the school, of the principal 
and of the deputy principal It's all about the paper work, you hww tick boxes. 
It is of a veiy little value and contributes nothing to the school. And it’s done 
once and then you never see them again so there is no follow’ up on "look w’e 
found this wrong, we found that wrong, what have you done about it?” So 
what’s the point? (Walter)

George, in common with some other principals, criticised the role of the board 

of management because, in his view ‘[it] only exists when it is meeting, it doesn’t exist 

in between its meetings, so all our work that was once being done by the manager is in 

fact now done by the principal. So the principal is the de facto manager of the school’. 

Charles pointed out that a major reason for principals’ additional responsibilities lay in 

the dismantling of ‘the middle-management structure’ fiirther adding to their already 

excessive workload, much of which involved deadlines that had to be met in order to 

avoid facing consequences. Some principals objected that no recognition was given for
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extra effort. In fact, there were some who believed that teachers’ perceptions of them

had changed as a result of principals receiving extra powers/duties. As William put it:

‘[Some teachers might say] “I’m not part of the team but you’ve got the big jobs,

you’ve got the swanky cars, you go and do something about this and leave me’”. It was

a difficulty, he said, getting some teachers to work in a team simply because of this

misconception. Such an attitude may be attributed to the fact that, historically in Ireland,

teachers had an expectation that ‘they [were] entitled to authority or entitled to a

management post just because they [were] in a certain position and [thought] that their

experience [was] enough to prove who they [were] ’ (Charlotte).

Another major external challenge that directly impacted on the work carried out

by principals was identified as lack of autonomy that most principals experienced in

making decisions for their schools. As Brian put it:

The amount of power wielded by a principal is miniscule is what 1 would say to 
you...you know. There’s veiy little that you can do without that consultation 
process and maybe that is the way it should be. But the problem is that it would 
extend to 1 would say areas within a school that it shouldn 7.

To further substantiate this view he recalled having received a letter from the 

teachers’ union criticising him for not consulting with the teachers before making a 

decision about ‘how the college was to be cleaned’. There was, he said, an expectation 

on the part of the teachers that they would be consulted on every school issue and 

‘regardless of what you think as a principal and how sti'ong you are, if you don’t give 

the proper nods in the proper direction you are not going to get the staff behind you’ 

(Brian). Interestingly, he used the word ‘consultative’ to describe his relationship with 

the board but was sure the board of management had the final say. I saw a similar 

manifestation of this ‘consultative’ relationship in the relationship he had with his 

teachers, whereby he expected them to consult with him before making any decisions 

independently. In acknowledging his lack of autonomy Charles claimed he struggled to 

strike ‘[a] balance between having the authority to do things and trying to get people on 

board to come with you’. He recalled working on the code of behaviour for the school, 

which he had thought would be ‘a fairly straightforward process to review’. However, 

he ended up having 19 separate meetings with teachers, year heads, parents and students 

before he could finalise it. ‘So there are internal and external forces both that can hinder 

my autonomy as principal’ (Charles).
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A claim most principals made in describing the restrictive nature of their jobs 

was the fact that they ‘don’t have the autonomy to deal with the underperforming 

teachers’ (Sylvia). This was something that Stephen referred to as ‘a hot issue in 

Ireland’ since nobody had ever dealt with it. He mentioned a change in legislation that 

had led to some form of accountability for teachers but still thought it was ‘a thorny 

issue’ because, in his view, all teachers, even the underperforming ones ‘are totally 

protected and ultimately the principal of the school is powerless. It is because of the 

power of the unions’ (Stephen). Even trying to work with someone whom she deemed 

to be an underperfomiing teacher by providing assistance and advice Sylvia found to be 

a ‘laborious and very tedious’ process. Peter recalled a time during his previous 

principalship in which there were two teachers on the staff of whom he said: ‘[they] 

never performed.. .used their sick days.. .were constantly out.. .simply had no interest in 

teaching...were using their salary to bolster other businesses’. Peter considered it a 

tragedy and thought that his ‘hands were tied and the kids were suffering greatly’ 

simply because those two teachers, in his view, ‘were protected by the union, they were 

protected by the staff.

In extreme cases principals adopted certain strategies in order to combat this 

issue with those whom they deemed under-performing teachers. George, Charlotte and 

Peter believed they had been part of the system long enough to understand how to 

manipulate certain issues and ‘work around the system’ (Charlotte) to avoid future 

problems and grievances that they might face. In tackling so-called ‘problematic’ or 

‘under-perfomiing’ teachers they had devised systems through which new teachers were 

hired from the ‘part-time or temporary staff... [and sometimes] student-teachers’ 

(George). Charlotte even mentioned lying to some people by telling them that a certain 

teacher was out sick and taking them in for a few weeks to see if they worked well with 

the students. If they did not perform as expected they were told that the ‘actual’ teacher 

was coming back, thus providing an excuse to let them go. Her lying does lead us to 

question her being an ethical principal, but by her own standards, at least, she was 

trying to provide the best teachers for her students, which may have been especially 

important since it was a DEIS school. Although Peter was quick in acknowledging he 

had autonomy in ‘hiring and firing teachers’ and managed to get teachers whom he 

knew were effective and to ‘let go’ those he thouglit were not perfonning, like 

Charlotte, he commented that he was ‘probably do[ing] it illegally’. He found that the 

‘stmctures and the protection around an underperfomiing teacher... were such that it
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[took] at least a year of hard work to move that teacher on and to prove that they are 

incompetent’. He manipulated the system by ‘juggling the timetable’ in such a way so 

as to show the supposedly underperforming teacher that there was no place for her/him 

in the school. But he said he would much rather work ‘illegally’ than ‘tolerate forty 

years of drudgery’ in having incompetent teachers on the staff Referring to such 

teachers as ‘round pegs in square holes’ he believed that, as a principal, he should have 

‘the autonomy to make those decisions, because they are life-changing decisions for 

kids in the classroom, and they really have a serious impact on kids’ lives’ (Peter).

Cases such as these pose very difficult questions pertaining to the nature of 

‘leadership’, ‘being ethical’ and all the more so, ‘being an ethical leader’. Fascinating as 

these questions might be, answering them, or even attempting to do so, lies outside the 

scope of the current study. Perhaps as much as can be said is that, on the basis of the 

available evidence (the principals’ versions of events), we may conclude that they at 

least acted sincerely in these cases, although whether rightly, or ethically, is another 

matter.

While answering my fourth and final research question 1 have attempted to

highlight how these principals remained mindful and understanding of the needs of all

the individuals and agencies involved with their schools. I have also tried to show how

the very best principals are able to create a fine blend of external and internal demands.

These principals achieve what Browne et al. (2005) call ethical leadership in ‘the

demonstration of normatively appropriate conduct through personal actions and

interpersonal relationships, and the promotion of such conduct to followers through

two-way communication, reinforcement, and decision-making’ (p 120) and in addition

to this they manage to establish themselves as intermediaries. As Walter put it:

[W]/7/7/« the system that is laid down I still have a hi of freedom but that’s me 
this individual person. I would insist and demand and take that freedom.... 
While I’m the prineipal my fundamental thing m’UI he doing the right thing by my 
school for my students.... Now part of the game is to manage the outside stuff. 
The cuirieulum is laid down, the salaries are set, the working conditions are the 
way they are, there are you know there are certain things that you have to 
accept, that doesn ’t mean that you don’t have tremendous freedom within that to 
do a lot of good in your own school. And to lead and to set an example for your 
teachers who set an example for the students.... The outside infuences will 
determine that you do the thing right; ‘you ’ [stressed this word] will determine 
that you do the right thing. I think that might capture maybe the different sides 
to this.
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Several principals exhibited their attempts at trying to maintain (to a certain 

degree) the balance mentioned above. My research findings suggest that although not all 

the principals managed to balance these contradictory, yet complementary aspects of 

their jobs all the time, but most of the principals in their own way showed instances 

where even if for one particular instance, they did step out of the restrictive boundaries 

of their leadership roles, which had certain expectations and demands that they were 

obligated to fulfil. Below I present my observations about a few of these principals and 

briefly discuss their attempts at ‘doing things differently’ in trying to balance both the 

needs of teachers and students with the external demands and expectations of different 

agencies and individuals.

Mark, as principal of a DEIS school, showed a keen understanding of pupils’ 

needs. His understanding also extended to teachers who, he realised, ‘had their work cut 

out for them’ because of the troubles that students brought with them. He was a strong 

believer in presenting himself as an acceptable and relevant role-model for his teachers 

and students in an attempt to help them understand what his expectations were. In 

particular, with students, he saw himself and the teachers ‘as the family that some of 

them never had’. He encouraged an atmosphere of respect and dignity and provided 

teachers and students with the space to learn and grow. He worked strategically in 

‘floating’ different ideas with teachers to encourage them to work on them rather than 

delegate responsibilities. Considering that the students in his school did not have ‘huge 

expectations of themselves’ and lacked support at home, Mark attempted to create an 

atmosphere of congeniality and respect in which teachers went above and beyond their 

fonnal responsibilities. Most teachers, exhibiting the same level of understanding that 

Mark displayed, wrote some of the prescribed text books to make it easier for their 

students to follow the curriculum prescribed by the DES. At the time of tlie interview he 

was working on a plan for installing a kitchen in the school, not to teach it as an 

examination subject, but both as a creative endeavour and because he realised that some 

of them never got the chance to have home-cooked meals. It was while listening to his 

account of the work underway in his school that I realised the importance of the 

intermediaiy role of a school principal as one who balanced the competing demands of 

internal and external agencies.

Like Mark, Martin also displayed a keen understanding of the needs of his 

students and encouraged parents to participate more in different school programmes 

while, at the same time, providing his students with opportunities and the freedom to
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make decisions. Students were encouraged to go beyond the usual learning that might 

take place in the classroom and to be more actively involved in community work. Even 

while in the school they were encouraged to be actively involved in different initiatives. 

By fully supporting his teachers and working alongside them in preparing programmes 

to monitor their own and their students’ progress, Martin managed to create a ‘life 

learning school’. Thus, through a relevant organisational structure he managed to 

encourage change and provide ‘opportunities for individual learning’ (Leithwood & 

Riehl 2003, p 4). It was in his keen understanding of the needs of his teachers and 

students that Martin revealed himself to be an ethical leader who consciously developed 

‘interpersonal relationships’ with his teachers and students while keeping the teaching 

and learning relevant to their needs and the external demands and expectations of the 

DES and the board of management.

Charlotte presented a ver>' unique situation that she had created in her school. As 

a school that catered for students coming from extremely disadvantaged backgrounds 

she took great pains to facilitate a holistic education for her students. In attempting to 

provide positive and timely support to the pupils she expected all the teachers to 

participate and was forced to act in an authoritarian manner while dealing with two 

teachers who refused to work with children with behavioural difficulties. Her 

compassion and concern was revealed when she disclosed a situation that I found 

unique to her school. As principal she admitted taking a step that would probably be 

considered illegal from the standards of the DES but one that she felt was essential for 

the well-being of her students. She allowed a group of six girls to attend school for two 

hours every day. These were students, who she claimed, had been in the care system 

and had not been accepted by any other school. In allowing them to attend school for 

just two hours she had provided them with the opportunity of attending school, even if 

for a limited time every day. Her argument was that it was either those tw'o hours or 

nothing at all.

James focused on how best the students could help with community 

development programmes, since he believed in an education system that went beyond 

the confines of a set curriculum and viewed learning as an almost mechanical activity. 

He preferred, he said, an education that gave the sRidents ways to apply what they had 

learned in school, enabling them to ‘live in a community where they have to commit to 

it in order to get out of that community the best for them and to be part of the 

community’.
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Thus, Mark, Martin, Charlotte and James, perhaps above all the others 

interviewed, though some came close, demonstrated the ‘nonnatively appropriate 

conduct’ praised by Browne et al. (2005, p 120).

9.4.1 SUMMARY OF FINDINGS:

Attempts have been made since the late twentieth century to encourage 

educators to restructure schools leading to ‘a move toward school-based management, 

teacher empowerment, and participatory decision-making’ (Starratt 1991, p 188). This 

seems simple enough and Starratt believes that such a move may lead to ‘schools 

be[ing] freed from systemic, bureaucratic controls and enabled to exercise greater 

autonomy in their attempts to create a more humanly responsive environment’ (p 188). 

On paper it seems the easiest thing to achieve but the reality, as revealed through my 

study, is that such ideals are difficult to achieve in the face of growing expectations and 

demands made on schools in the twenty-first cenmiy both from within and from 

external agencies. Demands that keep changing and increasing, as one principal 

suggested, lead to ‘a huge amount of extra administrative work...in terms of the 

Education Welfare Act and the amount of form filling and reporting and the statistical 

data that had to be maintained, and that had to be right because it might finish off in the 

court room’ (Stephen). Cut backs and a (supposedly temporary) moratorium on 

promotions had led to increasing insecurity for Irish teachers by 2011-2012 because 

‘there has been absolutely no guidance on that whatsoever and we are pretty much 

flying blind on that which is a great anxiety and pressure not just for me in tenns of 

managing it but also in terms of the staff, particularly the younger teachers who don’t 

know where they are going and who would look to you for advice and guidance’ 

(Brian). Further to this, an increase in the pupil-teacher ratio was identified in some 

schools as a major problem because it meant that ‘we have fewer teachers so we have to 

watch our numbers...so we are very conscious of numbers’ (William). As suggested by 

Weir, Archer and McAvinue (2010) ‘the gap between pupil-teacher ratio and average 

class size [in Ireland] has widened considerably over recent years with an increase in 

the appointment of teachers not assigned to particular classes [for example SNAs]’ (p 

9).
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In a time of economic depression and in a time of diminishing resources my 
worry is that they will change the pupil teacher ratio in order to save money. 
And I would woriy about that, because if they do obviously it has implications 
for the type of curriculum that you offer, numbers in classes and so on, and if 
those numbers go up any fimther I don 7 think that it is possible to reach the 
child who is cartying a major social problem with him into the classroom. I 
don 7 think that that child’s needs would be met (Ted).

Principals of DEIS schools mentioned the extra responsibilities they had in

being constantly in touch with local youth clubs and organisations that were set up in

their localities to provide extra support for students. At times they had also to liaise with

different schools in dealing with difficult children. As Charles put it:

[Tjhere are something like 168 agencies or .something working [in this 
particidar area]... and they are all working, more or less, with the same kind of 
clientele, parents of our students here, and students themselves who got 
themselves into a hassle and the families need the support, and as principal of 
the school you are expected to be able to liaise with all these agencies (Charles).

Brian highlighted the importance that was given to the involvement of various 

local organisations since his was a DEIS school but noted that this was not easily 

achieved against a background of widespread parental apathy. ‘So things like the 

parents’ association which all schools are obliged to have, that’s a constant battle in 

terms of just trying to get parents more and more involved’ (Brian). Thomas reflected 

on a different aspect of the role of parents and suggested that being a fee-paying 

principal made him accountable to parents and gave them greater say in deciding new 

policies or making major changes in the school.

Walter claimed that ‘every school has incompetent teachers...every school! And 

the subject is not up for discussion...so you have to work round people...that’s the 

reality’. And most principals claimed to have experienced problems in tackling teachers 

whom they thought were negatively impacting students. This left the principals feeling 

quite frustrated. Closely linked to the issue of problematic teachers was the role of the 

unions, which emerged as a bone of contention with most principals.

James and Sarah, like several other principals, claimed to have been made ill by 

the increasing demands of meeting and dealing with people, external expectations and 

generally trying to run the school effectively. Principals, in tackling issues such as 

these, attempted to find the best ways of meeting all the various demands made on them 

and dealing with them in an effective and competent manner. For instance, Ted 

reflected on the manner in which he managed to gain the trust of staff, parents and 

students by working collaboratively with them while stmcturing new policies for the
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school. Instead of imposing his decisions he ‘discussed it with all the partners, so that at 

the end of the day everybody; parents, students, teachers, board of management, 

trustees... everybody had ownership of it.. .so that is how I feel it works best’.

Principals highlighted various issues they confronted as part of their jobs. Some 

were more mechanical and managerial in nature like filling out forms and meeting 

deadlines in completing paperwork to submit to the DES or for the WSE. There were 

other issues that principals faced in dealing with teachers and students and required 

more tact since this was more to do with people’s emotions. Some principals displayed 

acceptance of the demands of their jobs while others complained and referred to it as 

‘physical drudgery’ (Sarah).

In the light of discussion presented in this chapter and the last, we find that Irish 

principals play a key role in the way their schools are run. Principals’ personalities, 

attitudes and personal philosophies are influenced by various external factors that they 

encounter throughout their lives, both personal and professional. Through a study of the 

various themes that emerged from their stories I tried to show how a principal can 

satisfy the definition of ethical leadership presented by Browne et al. (2005). The best 

principals worked to establish themselves as intermediaries by trying to maintain a 

balance between their ‘personal actions [and] interpersonal relationships’ both within 

their schools and with external agencies such as the DES, boards of management and 

parents’ associations. In Chapter Ten I present a discussion of my findings and relate it 

to some aspects of the existing literature.
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I acknowledge a limitation in my study in not substantiating the principals’ 

claims about their attempts at trying to balance the dualities present in their jobs, 

through interviews with teachers and students. Such a step was not possible both 

because of time and financial constraints but, more importantly, because I wanted to 

focus solely on the principals’ narratives and learn from their stories. 1 have attempted 

to understand the principals’ identities as ‘a system of negotiated, fluid choices which 

are in part controlled by the individual and in part imposed’ (Lumby 2008, p 29). In 

other words, I studied what Charon (2010) proposes are the psychological and 

sociological aspects of leadership, ie the influence of personal characteristics and the 

impact of external factors (see pp 84 and 103 respectively, above).

Conversations with principals, and my study of ethical leadership (see also: 

chughtai 2012), led me to develop the view that when/if school principals practise 

ethical leadership they must give considerable significance to developing positive 

personal and interpersonal relationships through collaboration and sharing of 

responsibilities in a structured environment. Such ethical behaviour could be attributed 

to their past experiences and the influence of parents, teachers or, in some cases, other 

school principals who provided them with role models they could emulate. Thus, by 

acquiring and learning appropriate behaviour and following positive role models from 

their past lives, principals, in turn, may try to become ‘relevant role models [occupying] 

powerful and visible positions in organizational hierarchies that allow them to capture 

their follower’s attention... [and communicating] ethical expectations through fonnal 

processes (e.g., rewards, policies) and personal example (e.g., interpersonal treatment of 

others)’ (Brown & Mitchell 2010, p 585).

As stated in Chapter Three (p 44, above) by applying the social learning theory 

of Bandura (1977) I have tried to establish how, through the process of role-modelling, 

principals’ attitudes were inspired by past influences and how, consequently, they were 

able to encourage similar behaviours in teachers who, in turn, could positively influence 

students. Bandura (1977) argued that learning could be explained by reference to a 

series of reciprocal interactions between behaviours, environmental influences and 

personal factors and while this may not be all there is to say about the nature of learning 

I have attempted to investigate the behaviours, environmental factors and personal traits 

and characteristics that led principals to adopt various leadership styles and to suggest 

how they might influence others likewise.
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My research indicates that principals begin as school leaders with ethical 

orientations developed under the influence of factors of the sort discussed in Chapter 

Nine. However, some remain tnie to these ethical orientations, but others do not. While 

interviewing principals I realised that, although they all exhibited a desire to assist 

students and teachers in positive ways, as ethical leaders might be expected to, there 

were clearly two categories of principals. There were some principals who were 

intrinsically motivated i.e. ‘doing something because it is inherently interesting or 

enjoyable’ (Ryan & Deci 2000, p 55) and there were others who were more focused on 

their personal views and decisions, which they thought would prove beneficial for their 

schools. The latter were extrinsically motivated i.e. ‘doing something because it leads to 

a separable outcome’ (Ryan & Deci 2000, p 55). They acted out of a sense of 

accountability which is said to put ‘significant constraints on their [principals’] agency’ 

(Forde et al. 2006, p 23) and followed the model of ethical leadership discussed above 

in name only. Thus, while the fomier dealt with people ethically for the sense of 

satisfaction doing so provided in the absence of material rewards, the latter identified 

behaviours and actions that were externally expected and acted accordingly without 

self-determination (Vallerand & Bissonnette 1992).
Quite early in my study I came to the realisation that the principals whom I was 

interviewing were not without their imperfections, since it has been suggested that 

‘leaders are carved out of morally fallible humans who are put in positions where they 

are expected to fail less than most people’ (Ciulla 2001, p 313). The principals’ stories, 

thus, became the means for me to gain insight into their lives and into the contributions 

made by these narratives to their ‘experience of being human’ (Polkinghome 1988, p 

15). By sharing complex details of their past lives these principals linked their public 

and private lives, making it easier for me to understand their personalities and the 

distinct styles they used in leading schools, thus ‘telling a personal story becomes a 

social process for making lived experience understandable and meaningful’ (Ellis & 

Bochner 1992, pp 79-80). This ‘social process’ helped me move away from my 

preconception of an ‘ideal leader [as a] magical being whose wisdom, courage, vision, 

and compassion inspires and transforms people by tapping into that which is great in the 

human spirit’ (Ciulla 2001, p313). I was able to see these principals as individuals who 

evolved as a result of their ordinary, everyday life experiences and who struggled to 

juggle the dualistic nature of their jobs by combining ‘managerial tasks with symbolic 

sensitivity and passion, ... [while being] simultaneously efficient managers and effective
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leaders [original emphasis]’ (Deal & Peterson 1994, p xii). Thus, in juggling various 

demands and expectations, while trying to maintain balance in their decisions and 

actions, the principals showed willingness to develop workable relationships between 

the otherwise conflicting demands through the strategies they devised for their schools, 

though, in the end, some of them achieved this to a greater extent than others and some 

of them only achieved it because they had extrinsic motives: they were, in effect, afraid 

of the consequences of not doing so.

As discussed in chapter one (p 1) I had always had a keen interest in listening to 

stories that other people had to tell and this led me to focus on the principals’ past 

experiences in an attempt to assess the level of influence (if any) these had on their 

current practices as school leaders. My first two interview questions were designed to 

encourage principals to share experiences and stories from their past lives which they 

recognised as being influential on their decisions to Join the education sector as teachers 

and their reasons for moving into their roles as principals. Describing these influences at 

the start of the interviews added a more reflective tone to the interviews, allowing the 

principals to draw connections between their current practices and the experiences they 

had had as students and novice teachers. Constructions such as ‘as I said earlier...’, 

‘like what I told you of my father’s influence...’, ‘as I said earlier, my being part of a 

big family...’ all show the principals trying to relate their current practices to incidents 

which, and people who, had proved significant in the development of their personalities.

One conclusion I drew was that whichever style of leadership was practised 

what seemed important was who benefited from that practice. In the Irish school system 

students are said to be the most important stakeholders and the introduction to the 

Education Act of 1998 asserts that the education system be ‘accountable to students’. 

Thus, while looking at ways adopted by school principals to ensure that proper 

provision was made for the specific needs of students in their schools, I studied 

decisions made by them. What emerged was that different strategies and approaches 

were adopted under the influence of various factors. At this stage I took a step back to 

assess the journey I had undertaken so far and what I had learned. I realised that before 

studying the different leadership styles that had emerged it was important to study the 

factors that contributed to the development of these styles.
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Thus, my research investigated the impact of past and current influences and 

experiences on Irish second-level principals, leading them to evolve different leadership 

styles by attempting to maintain a balance in dealing with contradictory yet 

complementary aspects of their jobs and (where they did so) to behave ethically.

An analysis of the first question shows that principals’ personal histories and 

backgrounds affected the ways they later operated. The second question focused on the 

importance principals gave to trying to maintain balance in working from a position of 

authority while offering sufficient autonomy to teachers and students to be able to work 

creatively and collaboratively. The third question was an extension of the second, which 

further reinforced the decisions taken by principals with regards to the provision made 

for students’ academic development through instruction (authority) along with a 

provision of pastoral care through a focus on their holistic development 

(democracy/freedom). The fourth and final question showed attempts made by all the 

principals to try and work within a complex school structure with various pulls both 

internally and externally. In doing so they may be seen as intermediaries trying to 

balance these demands and expectations.

10.2 LIMITATIONS:
My intention in this work was to highlight aspects of principals’ backgrounds, 

perspectives and specific characteristics that enabled them to operate more or less 

effectively as leaders in their schools. If this study has strengths it is in displaying the 

principals’ intrinsic and extrinsic motivations and the ways in which these have shaped 

their particular styles. However, my research is not without its limitations and short

comings. Some of these are as follows.

My study is cross-sectional because I collected data through single interviews 

rather than adopting a longitudinal research design, which may have helped determine 

whether principals’ leadership style changed over time. It was not possible in this case 

because of time and cost constraints, and also because it was difficult to obtain access to 

principals for follow-up interviews. Thus, principals’ responses at two different 

moments could not be compared.

I obtained data based only on school principals’ responses and was unable to 

investigate my research questions through interviewing teachers and students, which 

could have given more depth to my study. Several principals refused me access to 

members of their staffs, citing reasons such as over-work and marking of examination
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papers by teachers for ‘protecting’ them. One principal even said: ‘had you come in 

with surveys and interview questions for teachers I would not have allowed you in’ 

(Adam). Thus the sample for my study was not very broad and the stories told by 

principals at times turned out to be more a voicing of their opinions, ideas and 

philosophies with descriptive anecdotes from their personal and professional lives.

I used qualitative research methods and did not obtain quantitative data to 

support my findings. As a small scale, qualitative study it runs the risk of being thought 

of as inconsequential. The fact that this study focused only on Irish school principals 

restricts the generalisability of results to principals’ leadership styles being used in 

different countries, thus the results and implications of this study may not be applicable 

to other countries.

10.3 SUGGESTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH:
This research highlights some future research directions that can provide further 

insights into the matter of school leadership and future research may overcome the 

limitations of the present work. First, because of the limitations caused by the cross- 

sectional research design, it is recommended that future studies should attempt to extend 

this research in a longitudinal way. A longitudinal study can help to uncover changes in 

the leadership styles of school principals over time.
Second, data for this study were collected from Irish school principals and, 

therefore, it is possible that the findings and implications of this study may not 

generalise well to schools in other countries. Thus, future studies could replicate this 

study in other countries to enhance the external validity of the findings reported here. 

For instance, it would be usefril to conduct this study within the context of the Pakistani 

school system to ascertain whether the factors affecting the leadership styles of Irish 

school principals have a bearing on the leadership styles of Pakistani second-level 

principals.

Third, due to time and cost constraints, I could not collect data from teachers 

and students. In order to develop a more comprehensive model of school leadership, it 

is suggested that future studies should also obtain the views of teachers and students. 

Such data could help to assess the effectiveness and authenticity of principals’ 

leadership practices.
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10.4 RECOMMENDATIONS:
The results reported below show that Irish second-level principals are 

confronted with excessive internal and external challenges like high workload, time 

pressure, lack of autonomy in making suitable decisions for their schools, performing 

multiple tasks and managing the interests of multiple stake-holders and, in addition, 

they claimed that they did not have adequate resources to deal with these challenges. 

Previous research indicates that an imbalance between job demands and resources may 

lead to stress and burnout which can adversely affect performance of principals 

(Schaufeli & Bakker 2004; Halbesleben & Buckley 2004; Schaufeli, Bakker & Van 

Rhenen 2009). Moreover, they have enormous workloads and have to work under 

considerable pressure. Several principals highlighted the concerns they had about their 

personal lives and the negative impact of the increasing workload on their health. As 

Sarah put it; ‘it’s a challenge on me personally on my time, my family and on my 

energy levels. That’s for sure and I’ll have to see whether it’s sustainable. So I would 

always worry about myself because I put so much of myself into it’. Sylvia highlighted 

a similar concern: ‘How much do I give to my school, how demanding it is [pause] I 

suppose how much balance I give it such that emotionally 1 am stable enough to deal 

with it’. In view of this evidence it is suggested that adequate resources such as social 

support (instaimental and emotional), greater autonomy and performance feedback may 

be provided so that principals feel more facilitated and supported to perform to their 

optimum.

Several principals complained that they did not have the required skills to tackle 

these issues when they assumed office. Thus, it is recommended that Irish education 

policy-makers implement appropriate training programmes, which equip principals with 

the skills required to perform their jobs more effectively while tackling internal and 

external challenges. Although there were principals like George who believed that ‘just 

like teaching itself, there’s only one way to learn how to teach and that’s through 

becoming a teacher and actually going into a classroom. It’s similar with principalship’, 

the majority thought that proper training was extremely important before they started 

working as principals. It is now generally recommended that provision is made for 

ethics education in preparing new principals. For example, Callahan (2004) highlights 

the need to include ethics education in training programmes to prepare future principals 

to be reasonably equipped to face ethical challenges in the future.
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In addition, the findings reveal that principals’ background characteristics play a 

pivotal role in shaping their leadership styles. Thus, it is recommended that in addition 

to the knowledge, skills and ability of the aspiring principals policy makers and 

managers, wherever possible those appointing them take into account the background 

and personality characteristics when selecting principals. Though, of course, it could be 

said that some attempt is already made to do just this through the ‘conventional’ 

interview process, but perhaps not enough. This recommendation is consistent with 

previous research which has demonstrated that personality characteristics can have a 

profound impact in shaping ethical leadership behaviours (Brown & Trevino 2006; 

Walumbwa & Schaubroeck 2009).

10.5 LAST WORDS:

I started this journey in search of a near perfect model of school leadership. 

However, during the course of the study several factors took me away from such an 

ideal. I developed an interest in the messy lives of Irish school principals as they 

unfolded during the interviews. Employing what Sinclair calls ‘identity work’ (Sinclair 

2010, p 450), I tried to clarify the link betw'een past and present experiences of 

principals through the influences of ‘family and [personal] history’ (Sinclair 2010, p 

450). In the interv'iews I encouraged principals to reflect on their backgrounds and 

initial experiences as school leaders, something which various of them seemed to find ‘a 

very insight-laden and freeing step’ (Sinclair 2010, p 452). Thus, I gained greater 

understanding of the principals as individuals who brought their past influences and 

experiences to their roles as school leaders. My research demonstrated that principals 

(or these principals, at least) were greatly affected by influences brought to bear by 

parents and teachers during their own time as children/students and, in some cases, their 

own former schools heads influenced them while they were young teachers. However, 

on entering/rising in their respective schools they had to make compromises both 

internally (ie within the school) and with external groups (the latter including the DES, 

boards of management, teachers’ unions and parents’ association). To coin a phrase, 

the principals (in some cases) did not entirely remain taie to their principles.

In trying to become ‘leaders who inspire confidence in their teachers [and] 

enable teachers to inspire their students’ (Jackson & McDermott 2009, p 39) Irish 

second-level principals encounter major challenges and hindrances that dismpt their 

plans and decisions. There is little empirical research, especially in the Irish context.
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that examines the attempts made by school principals to try to achieve some balance 

between dualities implicit in their roles. I have shown how principals view these 

dualities and what they do, or do not do, in order to maintain balance between these 

contradictory, yet complementary, aspects of school life. This constant juggling was 

what defined their identities as school leaders. Overall, I suggest that the principals, in 

handling different responsibilities, tried to create an atmosphere of care, both for 

teachers and students, thus trying to balance the dualities present in their roles. Their 

decisions in this regard further emphasised their leadership styles because the manner in 

which they made decisions about how to meet the needs of teachers and students spoke 

volumes about their approaches to leadership.

I share a revelation as I approach the exit point of my research Journey: 

principals do not belong to the superhuman breed whom we might whimsically refer to 

as ‘The Marvel Heroes’, extraordinary people who are supposedly destined to save the 

planet and transform societies miraculously. Principals are human, and, therefore, prone 

to err. What ‘good’ leadership is or ought to be, what ‘bad’ leadership is or might be, 

how leaders establish credibility or lose it and how school principals take on their 

leadership roles and perform in ways that are accepted or rejected by people around 

them were questions and issues that kept circulating in my head as I undertook this 

work. The principals came from varied backgrounds, had separate identities and 

personalities, inhabited different contexts/situations, faced conflicts and demands often 

specific to their particular schools, but, at the end of it all, they were somehow expected 

to perform in ways that fitted both with internal expectations and demands coming from 

outside their schools, even if the latter had little to do with the issues they routinely 

encountered in those very schools.

Ultimately, I borrow from Rost (1993) the idea of ‘mishmash’ to explain the 

manner in which principals’ lives, identities and performances are constaicted. I had 

naively hoped to find straightforward answers to my original question; what constitutes 

‘good’ leadership? But, instead, found that there could not be any clear answers to 

questions dealing with school leadership. Personal motivation and drive sometimes 

enabled them to remain true to their convictions on certain matters. Ethical leadership 

emerged as the foundation upon which the selected Irish second-level principals said 

their work rested, but the struggle to establish checks and balances in school life 

frequently caused them to lose sight of their original visions of education. However, 

they could all be seen trying to deal with the principal dilemma of juggling various
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internal and external pressures and challenges in attempts to make the ‘right’ decisions

for their schools. Sylvia summed it up, in all its human messiness, thus:

h is not about the principal ...that the person holding that position while they 
have huge responsibility ...their responsibility is so outwardly focused and that’s 
where the balance conies in, because you can actually lose yourself in that. You 
are thinking for others all the time. You have to have others in mind all the time. 
And yet you have to clarify where all your planning comes from and where it 
will go.

Although the principals could be seen as engaging in skilful acts of juggling various 

ethical and practical considerations, their working lives as school leaders, in which they 

found themselves wading, floundering or nearly drowning in a mishmash of concerns, 

were a far cry from the high-minded ideal of Plato’s ‘philosopher kings’.
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APPENDIX A

PERSONAL DETAILS

The following questions seek information about you. Please answer these questions by 

typing in the appropriate word or by filling in the blank spaces.

1. Your Gender;

(1) Male (2) Female

2. Your Age: Years

3. How long have you been a principal? Years

4. What is the total number of years that you have been working with your current

school?____________________Years

5. Highest degree attained;

(1) Bachelors (2) Masters (3) PhD

6. Any other courses undertaken;

7. What is your nationality?

(1) Irish (2) EU (excluding Ireland) (3) Other_
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8. Type of school;

(1) Public (2) Private (3) Other_

(1) All Boys (2) All Girls (3) Co-education

9. Size of School: 

a. Number of Students;

i. Less than 100

ii. 100——200

iii. 201 ——300

iv. 301 ——400

V. 401 ——500

vi. 501 and above

b. Number of Teachers: 

i. Male:

11. Female:

Thank you for your time and co-operation.
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APPENDIX C

QUESTIONS FOR INTERVIEW

What motivated you to enter the academic sector?

2. If you were a teacher before you became a principal, do you think that your 
being a teacher helped you in becoming a better principal?

3. During all your years of working as principal how have you found the teachers, 
in general? Have they been receptive to your policies and have you found any 
difference in the responses of the senior and junior faculty members, to your 
policies?

4. Do you readily delegate responsibilities amongst the teaching staff or do you 
find it difficult?

5. What leadership challenges (both internal and external) has your Job as principal 
presented you with?

6. How did you go about identifying, introducing and sustaining the culture and 
ethos of your school?

7. What do you feel is the role of ethics in education in determining the ethos of 
your school?

8. What are your views about the behaviour and responses of children these days?

9. How significant, do you think, is the role of education in an adolescent’s 
development?

10. Given a choice what would you select; Democracy in Education or the use of 
Authority in Education? And how has democracy/authority worked for you in 
your school?

l.By creating a balance between the two you feel that there will be greater 
advantages to be gained?
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12. Do you think that your role as principal has had to change from one of allowing 
ample freedom to a more directive one, or vice-versa?

13. You have an/a all-girls/ all-boys/ co-education school. Do you think that this 
makes a difference to the level of discipline you have in your school?

14. Is it fair to say that you don’t mind being lenient and friendly with your students 
by allowing them ample freedom to practice their imagination; but that you 
would not hesitate to reprimand where boundaries are crossed?

15. What would you say, in your school, which aspect of school life is given more 
significance: Academic or Pastoral?

16. How important do you think are academics in ensuring a stable future for your 
students?

17. And on the flip side, how important is pastoral care in ensuring a stable future 
for your young wards?

18. Do you feel that there has to be a greater connection between the school and the 
communities that the children come from'^

19. Do you think that by creating a balance between authority and freedom you can 
encourage higher performance, motivation, and commitment in your teachers by 
inspiring them to practice Pastoral-Academic teaching?

20. Do you think that by balancing out authority and freedom, you can enhance 
student learning, performance, achievement, and a heightened sense of 
individuality in your students by fostering Pastoral-Academic teaching?

21. Would you say that you have the autonomy to choose what is best for your 
institution or you feel it is all controlled by outside forces? (hiring of teachers, 
curriculum etc.)

22. Do you have support groups where you, as a principal, can go for guidance or 
help?
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APPENDIX E (Table A 3)

9.2.6.1 (1-5 years as principals)

Pseudonyms Relationships with teachers and students
Charles Initially found it hard to delegate but with time, considering the needs of his students who came 

from extremely disadvantaged areas, he became more collaborative and encouraged teachers’ 
participation in decision-making for the school. He found the teachers ‘very supportive and open 
to trying new tilings’ and this positive attitude led liim to provide tlie space and freedom to 
teachers, to further bolster their perfomiance. He displayed an air of authority but claimed tliat 
he encouraged both teachers and students to be more actively involved in different school 
activities.

Martin As an authority figure he admitted delegating responsibilities amongst tlie staff, but repeatedly 
claimed that he made these decisions based on the expectations and needs of teachers and 
students. He understood the importance of developing ‘personal contact with teachers and 
students’ and claimed that he practised the idea of‘seen leadership’. His position, in his words, 
did not mean being in ‘power’, rather it meant that he had to balance between the level of 
consultation with teachers and smdents and his own decisions taken to avoid ‘too much talking 
and not enough action’

William Although he claimed being a facilitative principal who encouraged collaboration, tlie importance 
to him of his own authority was obvious and tliis autliority was, as far as he was concerned, 
predominantly a result of his teaching experience. From the start he worked towards bringing 
about changes that he thought were important for the school, but believed that teachers and 
students ‘were very warm’ towards him and readily accepted tlie changes. This, he felt, was a 
result of his previous teaching experience which, in his view, gave him greater credibility as a 
principal. He claimed that he did not use authority with the smdents rather tried to ‘appeal to 
their better side’.

Mark As principal of a DEIS school he displayed considerable understanding for the issues faced by 
his students due to their disturbed backgrounds, and the problems teachers faced in dealing with 
such students. He claimed that he was a very facilitative principal and encouraged teachers to 
adopt whatever measures they thought would prove beneficial for their students, provided 
resources and worked strategically in ‘floating’ initiatives for teachers who were keen to work 
on them. He believed he had a moral obligation to ensure that he and the teachers always 
encouraged self-worth in the students, and this he did by finding ways to enhance positive 
relationships between teachers and students.

Brian As a young and inexperienced principal he felt isolated and found it difficult to bring about 
changes in the school due to the negative reactions of his teachers. He also found it hard to deal 
with being ‘expected to be the one who looks after everybody and inquires after how they are 
doing... but there is no one to look after you ... it is very challenging’. He claimed being 
understanding of issues that some smdents presented them with, considering that majority came 
from extremely disadvantaged backgrounds. His responses clearly indicated his authoritarian 
leadership style, seemingly a result of his young age and inexperience. Even in bringmg in new 
initiatives he found it hard to communicate effectively with the staff and foimd their lack of 
involvement quite fhistrating.

Abigail While claiming that she encouraged her teachers to be more active in taking up different 
responsibilities she also acknowledged that she did not surrender autliority altogether. She 
admitted being more facilitative at the start but because teachers were more in the habit of 
complying and did not work well with taking on new initiatives and working independently. 
This led her to change her approach, where although still in favour of collaborative work and 
sharing responsibilities she sometimes felt forced to exercise her authority.

James He claimed being ‘autocratic with the staff but at the same time mentioned encouraging team 
work in subject planning, which he believed, ‘broke down a lot of barriers’ by allowing more 
interaction between teachers. He acknowledged delegating responsibilities very carefully since 
he did not want people to think that he was not ‘an effective leader’ and seen as ‘off-loading or 
dumping things on them’. He presented himself more as a strategic and instructional leader 
while dealing with teachers and students. He believed that as principal it wns important to set 
boundaries but not to go ‘over the top w'ith your authority’ and to alwnys ‘respect that 
authority’.
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(6-10 years as principals)

Pseudonyms Relationships with teachers and students
Samuel He always encouraged teachers to participate in and take on new initiatives and found no 

problem delegating work to those who were willing to take on different responsibilities. He 
came with very high ideals and ambitious plans but realised that his authority was limited, 
despite his knowledge and experience. He claimed that he gained more acceptance and 
credibility in the eyes of teachers and students by tackling issues like ‘widening the gates, 
replanting hedges, fixing die roof in other words he had to ‘earn’ that authority. Due to his 
previous experience he brouglit passion and idealism with him, but instead of imposing his 
ideals on teachers and students he gave himself and them time to get used to him being there 
before gradually bringing in changes. He accepted his position of authority and acknowledged 
using the power that went with it, but showed flexibility in admitting his mistakes and took 
responsibility for any wrong decisions that he might have made.

Michael He described liimself as being very accessible but thought that his accessibility came with a 
cost, as he found it difficult getting work done. He claimed that he disU'ibuted different 
responsibilities but found that there were few teachers who were genuinely keen to get involved 
and ‘run with’ his ideas. He worked strategically in dealing witli teachers, so that instead of 
directing them he claimed that he would ‘float ideas’ to allow the most interested teachers to 
take on those initiatives. ‘Directing with no scope' was something that he believed would not 
get any positive results. His approach towards teachers and students, alike was based more on 
mutual respect and understanding than on his position of authority.

Peter As a principal who came from very diverse experiences of having worked in DEIS schools, he 
encountered considerable difficulty with the existing culture of compliance whereby teachers 
‘don’t want to have to think’. He found it hard to work against the background of such an 
attimde and devoted himself to encouraging the teachers to be more participative and active. In 
doing that he admitted tliat he may have delegated too much and at times it backfired when 
people misused tliat authority of doing things independently. So he had to pull back. Thus, a 
balance was what he tried to attain while dealing witli botli teachers and students.

Ted He acknowledged having a good rapport with his teachers and said he found it easier to ‘bring 
people along in relation to the policies’ especially since he claimed not to be guilty of imposing 
any policies on tliem. He believed in distributing responsibilities and working in collaboration 
with teachers especially in drawing up policies as it made it easier for the teachers to follow 
them once tliey were part of the process. He believed in encouraging creativity in the students 
but ‘witliin controlled limits’ and structure, since in his view, students want to leant and thus 
‘prefer tlie teacher who is strict and stnictined’.

Stephen He found a difference in the responses of the senior teachers as opposed to tlie more junior 
teachers. The new teachers he found to be ‘pliable and more open to change’, making it easier 
for him to work with them. He believed he was facilitative and encouraged an atmosphere of 
collaborative and shared learning while U'ying to eradicate the negative influences created by, 
what he perceived to be a divide between the senior and junior staff members. He believed that 
students needed a strong supportive environment in tlie school since in most cases that was 
missing from their lives. Thus, he believed in maintaining a balance between tlie levels of 
freedom given to them as opposed to the limits imposed by autliority.

Sarah She considered herself to be a planner and believed that it was this aspect of her personality that 
allowed her teachers to tmst her. She praised her teachers, especially the senior ones, calling 
them ‘tlie heart of the school’, but was wary of delegation, as she found herself quite isolated in 
carrying out responsibilities. This problem seemed to be an outcome of her own hesitation in 
what she believed was ‘fragmenting or being almost into territorialisnT by asking different 
people to do different things. Her philosophy was to take all the teachers along and get a 
consensus. She admitted being ‘a bit nervous’ about using the word delegation and preferred 
using distribution. Opposed to her lack of trust in the teaching staff, she displayed more 
compassion and understanding towards her students.

Susan She mentioned having had very positive experiences of being a principal since her teachers 
made it easy to delegate responsibilities. She found the culture of the school very positive and 
placed importance on providing positive feedback and appreciation to teachers, because, 
through role-modelling, she believed she could encourage teachers to do the same for their 
students. She was constantly ‘trying to balance and be fair’ in her attempts to give ‘the same to
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everybody’. She encouraged an active participation both from teachers and students but 
acknowledged her own position of authority.

Timothy The biggest challenge that he claimed he faced on becoming principal was ‘to learn how to 
communicate properly’ and initially. His ideology seemed focused on developing positive 
relationships with staff and ‘getting them involved in decision-making w'herever possible and 
taking ownership of the policies and ideas in the school’. He too, mentioned facing trouble 
getting the more senior teachers to work collaboratively and found it easier to delegate 
responsibilities amongst the younger teachers. By including his teachers in decision-making, he 
claims to have encouraged a more positive approach in them, leading them to develop positive 
relationships with their students, leading to students’ improved performance and behaviour. His 
own attitude towards students, he claimed was more authoritarian as he believed that students 
‘like to w'ork within the system, they need boundaries as to what is acceptable and what is 
unacceptable’.

Charlotte She considered herself as her ‘own worst enemy’ since she was not very good at delegating 
responsibilities, leaving her with an excessive workload. Although she acknowledged 
encouragmg teachers to work independently her approach seemed more inclined to being 
authoritarian in her dealings with them. ‘People do need the structures, they need stmcture, and 
they need the security’. But, at the same time, she mentioned the importance of developing 
leadership qualities in people. She displayed the autlioritarian side of her personality wliile 
dealing witlr teachers w'hom she deemed troublesome from tlie very start. Although she tried to 
get them to be more positively involved, she failed. A failure that cast a long shadow over her 
subsequent style of leadership where she worked witli different groups of teachers differently, 
depending on their willingness to work. She had a lot of compassion and understanding towards 
the students and created opportunities to help all the students, and in particular students coming 
from extreme disadvantage and who had major behavioural problems. She believed that even if 
they led miserable lives outside, but at school they came to a place they could feel safe in. 
Patently, Charlotte w'as anything but authoritarian in her dealings w'ith these pupils, and at the 
end of the day could not afford to be autlioritarian with the teachers, if she w'anted them to 
contribute positively towards the students’ development.________________________________

(II years and above as principals)

Pseudonyms Relationships w ith teaehers and students
.4dam Adam displayed w'hat seemed to be a facilitative style of leadership in the maimer in w'hich he 

dealt with teachers. He readily delegated responsibilities w'hile encouraging teamwork and 
collaboration between teachers but made sure that he was kept informed about any new 
decisions made by different departments in the school. He encouraged students to take on 
responsibilities for their personal development but made sure they followed the school’s ‘code 
of behaviour’ under which teachers could sanction them if diey crossed boundaries. Although he 
emerged as a facilitative and encouraging principal he still managed to maintain his position of 
authority.

Syhia She exhibited insightfuhiess and a deep understanding of the needs of her teachers and students 
and she showed herself as very strategic in her approach by making use of her position of 
authority w'hile dealing with teachers w'ho refused to work and tried to create a negative 
atmosphere in the school. But overall she worked towards developing a culture of collaborative 
and shared learning especially since she found there w'ere teachers w'ho were ‘more receptive to 
her policies’ and wallmg to run with new' initiatives and ideas. She believed she did not have ‘the 
leverage’ to ask people to do tilings and had to ‘tread softly’ and work strategically while 
introducing new ideas.

Thomas He acknow'ledged that delegation of responsibilities was not his strong point, although he 
mentioned having good relationships with teachers. He mentioned his facilitative namre and 
believed in ‘trying to talk to people’ and to w'ork things out with colleagues who might have 
grievances. He claimed that he did the same with smdents where instead of reprimanding a 
student liis way was ‘to talk to a boy and try to win him ov'er’ detention he claimed was given 
only if the need truly arose. Altliougli quite facilitative and mindful of tlie needs of students and 
teachers, as principal of a fee-paying school he displayed his authoritarian side in demanding 
high performance from both due to the expectations people had of them.
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Walter He very candidly admitted his use of what he referred to as ‘legitimate authority’. Even in his 
dealing with teachers he acknowledged a willingness to exercise this while showing 
appreciation for the positive contribiutions some teachers made to tlieir classes. He also found a 
difference in the way most teachers worked and felt that it was essential that teachers who took 
up specific duties accepted ‘both tlie; responsibility and the accountability’. Only if teachers are 
seen to be willing to doing that could there be delegating of responsibilities amongst them. 
Walter displayed a very authoritarian approach in dealing with teachers in his school. He 
believed in high performance and hie made it very clear tliat his main focus was on students’ 
holistic education and his expectation of teachers was that they would serve the students. 
Although he mentioned collaborative work and the fact that he got teachers involved in policy
making procedures within the school, there was a constant sense of his own authority in the 
school.

George He developed an atmosphere of coUlegiality from the beginning and believed in encouraging 
teachers to participate in decision-making for the school. He drew' similarities betw'een teachers 
and students and felt that just as ‘eaclh child is unique’ similarly teachers are not all the same and 
they all need ‘a sort of general direction’ along w'ith ‘maximum individual autonomy’. Having 
an awareness of his students ‘battlimg w'ith a lot of issues’ since most came from extremely 
disadvantaged backgrounds he worked towards providing a strong support stmcture for tliem. 
He exhibited authority in the manner in w'hich he provided guidance and instructions to teachers 
and students but at the same time encouraged active participation in different school activities 
and a sense of ownership for the w'orlk they carried out.__________________________________
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