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Abstract 

Global research suggests that successful school principals are those who 

apply a judicious mix of instructional, distributed and transformational models 

of leadership. These approaches are explicitly advocated in the Malaysia 

Education Blueprint (MEB), the government’s main education reform 

document that was launched in 2013. The MEB sets out an ambitious plan for 

all schools to have high performing principals, and high performance is 

associated with these three models rather than the administrative leadership 

which is more common in Malaysian schools. The MEB suggests that the 

aspiration of placing high performing leaders in all schools can be achieved by 

improving and refining the selection process for new principals, and by 

requiring them to acquire the National Professional Qualification for 

Educational Leaders (NPQEL). The MEB also places a strong emphasis on 

instructional leadership as one of the more effective leadership approaches, 

which current and future principals should adopt. 

This thesis presents the findings from a mixed methods study designed to 

examine the leadership features and practices of principals deemed to be high 

performing, serving in selected schools in Malaysia. These principals are 

deemed high performing because they are recipients of two government 

awards, the Excellent Principals award and the New Deals award. The study 

examines the extent to which instructional, transformational and distributed 

leadership are practiced by the principals, drawing on the following data 

sources: interviews with three senior policymakers; documentary analysis of 

relevant policies and circulars and questionnaires filled in by 20 ‘high 

performing’ principals and their teachers. The data is further supplemented 

with interviews with six out the 20 high performing principals and their 

respective senior leadership team member and teachers. The findings suggest 

that principals who are deemed high performing in the selected Malaysian 

schools enact instructional leadership modestly compared to distributed 

leadership and transformational leadership. A tentative framework of core 

leadership practices enacted by principals who are deemed high performing, 

derived from the findings of this study, is presented at the end of this study.   
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Chapter 1 – Introduction 

Opening Remarks  

Scholars have identified school leadership as being at the heart of any 

educational reform (Fullan, 2011; Harris, Jones, Adams, Perera, & Sharma, 

2014; Leithwood, Louis, Anderson, & Wahlstrom, 2004; Mulford, 2003). 

Leithwood and Jantzi (2006: 201) contend that policymakers who aim to 

improve the quality of education through system-wide reforms “assume that 

the success with which their policies are implemented has much to do with the 

nature and quality of local leadership, especially leadership at the school 

level”. This is further supported by Hallinger and Lee (2014), who posit that, in 

order to accomplish meaningful changes, the policymakers behind the reforms 

must recognise that leadership is an essential factor. Hallinger (2011a: 306) 

adds that it is a “widely accepted belief among policy-makers and practitioners 

that effective school-level leadership is necessary in order to attain the desired 

effects of reform policies”.  

Muijs (2011: 45) agrees that policymakers' interest in leadership means the 

importance of leadership in schools is often emphasised. Hence, like many 

other reforms that have happened, or are happening, in many parts of the 

world (for example, see  Department of Education and Skills, 2011; Mourshed, 

Chijioke, & Barber, 2010; United States Department of Education, 2010), 

school leadership is often considered to be one of the key drivers of reform. A 

similar approach has been adopted by the Malaysian government in its reform 

agenda via the Malaysian Education Blueprint (Ministry of Education, 2013).  

The Malaysian Education Blueprint (henceforth termed MEB) sets out a 13-

year plan to raise the standards of the education system to a level with those 

nations that are acknowledged to have high performing education systems. In 

addressing this ambitious goal, the MEB identified five areas as foundations 

for improvement. These include: improving access to pre-school and to 

secondary education for all students; improving the quality of education; 

improving equity by reducing achievement gaps, such as gender, urban-rural 
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differences and socioeconomic imbalances; building a solid foundation for 

racial unity; and improving financial efficiency to maximise student outcomes1.  

The MEB has identified eleven key shifts as the means to support the 

improvements. One of the shifts aims at ensuring that “every school has a high 

performing principal capable of improving the schools’ performance” (Ministry 

of Education, 2013: 5-16). The Ministry believes that “committed and high-

performing school leaders are key catalysts to improve and thus create 

excellent schools” (Ministry of Education, 2014: 61). Further, the Ministry is 

convinced that the best way to encourage greater school performance is by 

placing the most capable people in leadership positions (PEMANDU, 2014).  

The primary motivation for this study is linked to the MEB's emphasis on high 

performing principals. The author believes that ensuring high performing 

principals in all schools is an ambitious, but attainable, aspiration for the MEB 

to achieve. Nonetheless, it requires a thorough understanding of what 

constitutes high performing leadership amongst principals. This study focuses 

on the leadership practices of selected principals who are deemed to be high 

performing. These principals are considered to be high performing as they 

have been awarded two Government awards: the Excellent Principals award 

and the New Deals award. While the awards differ, they both acknowledge the 

highest performance of Malaysian principals. 

Setting the Context: Understanding School Leadership through the 
Reform Documents 

Since Malaysia gained its independence in 1957, the education system has 

been strongly centralised under the purview of the Ministry of Education 

(Bajunid, 2008b; Hallinger & Walker, 2017; Hussein, 2014a; Noman, Awang 

Hashim, & Shaik Abdullah, 2016). Hussein (2014b: 4) observes that 

centralisation has led the Ministry “to standardise not only the education laws, 

                                            
1 Student outcomes according to the MEB, are measured by the “significant gains in their development 
irrespective of their background…[W]hen they leave school, students will have world-class knowledge 
and skills, strong moral values, and will be capable of competing with their peers in other countries” 
(Ministry of Education, 2013: E - 23). 
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rules and regulations but also the content, procedures and processes of 

schooling (curriculum regulations and administration)”. Such standardisation 

is apparent in various reform documents introduced by the Ministry.  

Through the many reform documents introduced by the government, Bajunid 

(2008b: 277) observes that school leaders in Malaysia have “seen themselves 

on a quality journey” for the past decade. Indeed, the journey of quality, on 

which school principals have embarked, can be traced to the previous three 

reform policy documents: the Education Development Plan 2001 – 2010 (EDP) 

(Ministry of Education, 2001), which was then replaced by the Education 

Development Master Plan 2006 – 2010 (EDMP) (Kementerian Pelajaran 

Malaysia, 2006), followed by the education National Key Results Area under 

the Government Transformation Programme (PEMANDU, 2010).  

The emphasis placed on the quality and performance of principals in the three 

previous education reforms is less prominent compared to the MEB. The focus 

on quality and high performing principal leadership, evidenced in the MEB, has 

never been greater. Perera, Adams, and Muniandy (2016: 126) agree that, 

with the introduction of the MEB, “principal leadership ranks high on the list of 

priorities for school reforms and the role of principal leadership has become 

all the more essential”. While Perera et al. (2016) maintain that principals in 

Malaysia remain at the apex of leadership in a school's social system, Harris, 

Jones, Cheah, Devadason, and Adams (2017) see principals as the heart that 

drives school transformation and improvement. Jones et al. (2015: 354) further 

assert that the MEB has given “the clearest signal yet, that high quality 

leadership is a potential strategy for securing educational improvement and 

change”.  

The following section reviews the emphasis that each of the reform documents 

places on the quality of school leadership. 
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Education Development Plan 2001 – 2010  

The EDP was introduced in 2001 as one of the first long term education 

development plans to break away from the normal five-year cycle of the 

Malaysian Development Plan, introduced by the Malaysian Government in 

1957. While the EDP aims of increasing access, equity and the quality of 

education are similar to the aspirations of the current MEB, the EDP also 

aimed at improving the efficiency and effectiveness of education management. 

What sets the EDP apart from the current MEB is the importance placed on 

strong educational administration, from Ministry level right down to the school 

level. The EDP identifies school principals as those responsible for “managing 

and implementing teaching and learning based on national curriculum and 

examination standards” (Ministry of Education, 2001: 7-2). Hence, the EDP 

claims that a “strong, efficient, and effective management system” is key to 

realising the plan’s aims (Ministry of Education, 2001: 7-1). The strong focus 

on school administration in the EDP is not surprising, according to Bajunid 

(2008b: 275), who asserts that school leadership in Malaysia was initially 

defined as administrative leadership.  

In its aim of improving the quality of education, the EDP fails to include the 

need to strengthen the leadership capacities of school principals; instead, the 

focus is primarily on improving the teaching workforce. While the EDP believes 

that “enhancing instructional leadership” (Ministry of Education, 2001: 1-15) 

could support the aim of improving the efficiency and effectiveness of 

education management, the quality of school leadership is not adequately 

addressed. 

Education Development Master Plan 2006 – 2010 

The introduction of the EDMP halfway through the implementation of the EDP 

signals the aims and plans of the then newly appointed Prime Minister and 

Minister of Education. The focus of the EDMP is still on improving access, 

equity and the quality of education for Malaysian students. Nonetheless, the 

approach of the EDMP is linked to the bigger aspiration of Misi Nasional or the 
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National Mission (Kementerian Pelajaran Malaysia, 2006). The National 

Mission introduces five key thrusts for making Malaysia a fully developed 

nation by the year 2020. To complement the National Mission, the EDMP 

outlines six strategic thrusts. These include: to develop a united Malaysia; to 

strengthen human capital; to strengthen national schools; to reduce inequality; 

to elevate the teaching profession; and to boost the performance of 

educational institutions (Kementerian Pelajaran Malaysia, 2006).  

Like the EDP, the EDMP does not specifically refer to strengthening the 

capacity of school leadership in any of the six thrusts. Instead, the EDMP puts 

‘improving school leadership and teacher quality’ within the thrust of 

‘strengthening national schools’. The EDMP believes that good quality school 

leadership is able to support and strengthen the performance of schools (Aziah 

& Abdul Ghani, 2014). The EDMP introduced the notion of high performing 

schools, which were then labelled cluster schools, as a key strategy to boost 

the performance of educational institutions. Hussein (2012) highlights that the 

aim of cluster schools is to become the centre of excellence in its niche areas 

such as sport, music and the performing arts, while at the same time sustaining 

academic performance. 

The EDMP also increased the number of principals eligible for the Excellent 

Principals award as one of the ways to elevate the teaching profession 

(Kementerian Pelajaran Malaysia, 2006). Tahir, Al Muzammil, and Salleh 

(2013) agree that many principals have benefitted from the increased number 

of excellent principal positions offered by the Ministry, as they do not have to 

wait long for promotion, but are promoted based on performance. A more 

elaborate description of an excellent principal will follow in a later part of this 

chapter.  

Education National Key Results Area (2012) 

The importance of high quality and high performing principals gained more 

prominence in the next policy reform. Although the EDMP officially ended at 

the end of 2010, the government of Malaysia via the Performance and Delivery 
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Unit (PEMANDU2) introduced the Government Transformation Programme 

(GTP) (PEMANDU, 2010). The GTP is an ambitious plan that aims to 

transform the Malaysian civil service into a dynamic, innovative, and people-

focused administration through the seven National Key Results Areas 

(NKRAs) (PEMANDU, 2012b). One of the seven NKRAs is education. In order 

to support the continuity of the previous two education reforms, the Education 

NKRA aimed at improving student outcomes.  

Yahya and Yaakob (2011) point out that the Education NKRA brought about a 

change in the leadership orientation of Malaysian school principals. They 

suggest that Malaysian principals require high quality leadership skills to 

improve the performance of their schools. Under the Education NKRA, the 

importance of high quality school leadership is given greater emphasis 

compared to the EDMP and EDP. For instance, the government believes that 

“investing in great leaders for every school” (PEMANDU, 2012b: 96) is one of 

the key catalysts for improving student outcomes. One of the ‘investments’ 

made by the government was the introduction of the New Deals award. The 

New Deals award aims to incentivise 2% of the Malaysian school principals 

that show a significant improvement in their schools’ performance. A more 

elaborate description of this award is provided later in this chapter. 

Another significant change initiated by the Education NKRA is the 

improvement of the selection process for incoming principals. Potential 

principals will be presented with a new career package that “focuses on further 

developing the performance of the profession while the principal's succession 

and appointment plans will be enhanced” (PEMANDU, 2012a: 29). The 

introduction of PEMANDU's new selection process is integrated into one of the 

key initiatives of the MEB. In order to reduce any overlaps, the initiatives 

introduced in the Education NKRA are included as a ‘subset’ of the MEB 

                                            
2 The Performance Management & Delivery Unit or PEMANDU was formally established on 16 
September 2009 and is a unit under the Prime Minister's Department. PEMANDU's main role and 
objective is to oversee the implementation, assess the progress, facilitate as well as support and drive 
the delivery and progress of the Government Transformation Programme (GTP) and the Economic 
Transformation Programme (ETP) (PEMANDU, 2013). 
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(PEMANDU, 2014). The new selection process for principals is discussed 

further in the subsequent section.  

Malaysian Education Blueprint 2013 - 2025 

The MEB was introduced by the current government as a means of a 

continuous education reform (Hussein, 2012). The MEB was launched with 

the view that the Malaysian education system must continue to evolve and be 

at the possible highest level in order to support the nation’s aspirations of 

becoming a fully developed nation by 2020 (Ministry of Education, 2013). In 

addition, the MEB aims at providing “an efficient system of world class 

education and to transform Malaysia into a centre of educational excellence” 

(Hussein, 2013b: 23), indicating the importance to Malaysia of international 

benchmarks.  

Unlike the previous two education reform policies introduced by the Ministry of 

Education via the EDMP and EDP, the emphasis on school leadership rather 

than school administration is more pronounced in the MEB. One of the eleven 

shifts identified in the MEB is to ensure that “every school has a high 

performing principal capable of improving the schools’ performance” (Ministry 

of Education, 2013: 5-16). The introductory chapter of the MEB clearly 

explains the reasoning behind Shift Five, which is to ensure that high 

performing leaders are placed in every school: 

Why is it needed? The quality of school leaders is the second 

biggest school-based factor in determining student outcomes, 

after teacher quality. Several international research on school 

leadership shows that an outstanding principal is one focused 

on instructional and not administrative leadership. Effective 

school leaders can raise student outcomes by as much as 

20% (Ministry of Education, 2013: E-17).  

The beliefs that the MEB hold with respect to the link between the quality of 

school leadership, school performance and student outcomes are consistent 
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with the views offered in the literature (for example, see Bush & Glover, 2014; 

Day et al., 2010; Leithwood, Harris, & Hopkins, 2008). 

As the MEB is an ambitious thirteen-year plan, the implementation of its school 

leadership initiatives and policies are carried out in three waves. Wave One 

(2013 – 2015) focused on raising standards, improving support systems, and 

laying the foundation for creating a large pool of highly competent leaders 

available to all schools in Malaysia. Wave Two (2016 – 2020) aims at rolling 

out new career pathways and progression schemes for principals, as well as 

providing support to move towards a wider distributed leadership model 

involving assistant principals and subject heads. The final wave (2021 – 2025) 

will see greater empowerment for all school leaders as the system moves 

towards a model of school-based management (Ministry of Education, 2013: 

5-16).  

In focusing on school leadership, the Ministry hopes that the new initiatives 

introduced in the MEB are able to “raise school leadership quality by improving 

how the education system appoints and trains principals” (Ministry of 

Education, 2013: E-26). Perera et al. (2016: 129) agree that the introduction 

of the MEB “emphasises the importance of effective principal leadership in 

bringing about greater achievement in students' academic performances”. 

In order to ensure that high performing school leaders are placed in every 

school, the initiatives introduced by the MEB include new selection criteria for 

the appointment of all new incoming principals. This initiative is a continuation 

of the one introduced by the government via the Education NKRA in 2012. The 

new criteria mean that only incoming principals who are able to demonstrate 

a minimum level of leadership competency will be considered as candidate 

principals (Ministry of Education, 2013). A summary of the new selection 

criteria is presented in Figure 1.1. 
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Figure 1.1: The New Selection Criteria for Principals (adapted from Ministry of 
Education, 2014) 

Harris et al. (2017) note that, prior to the introduction of the new selection 

criteria, the appointment of principals was firmly based on seniority. As a 

result, Harris et al. (2017) observe that Malaysian principals, with an average 

age of 53.5, are older than the principals in most countries. The criticism of the 

previous selection criteria is the strict adherence to promotion based upon 

seniority, hence capable and potential younger talent had to wait a long time 

to be considered as principal candidates. Muhammad Faizal (2012: 41) also 

argues that Malaysian principals who are often appointed based on their 

seniority would most likely exhibit “deficiencies in leadership”. The 

appointments via seniority rather than absolute competency and performance 

have indicated that the principals who were appointed prior to the MEB were 

not “tested in terms of specific skills such as problem solving, interpersonal 

relationships, concepts, leadership, self-image management, communication 

and ability to work in a team” (ibid:41). 

The introduction of the new selection criteria replaces the previous tenure-

based appointment system that favours the selection of ageing principals who 
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are due to retire (Tahir, Mohd Thakib, Hamzah, Mohd Said, & Musah, 2017). 

The new criteria mean that potential, capable and high-performing candidates 

could be appointed at a younger age, thus allowing them to spend more years 

serving in that position before their retirement. Tahir et al. (2017: 170) further 

believe that the introduction of the new selection criteria, is more “rigorous, 

clear, and transparent; promotion is stringently based on the merit policy 

approach; that is, priority is given only to high-quality senior teachers with 

emphasis on their achievement, leadership quality, efficiency, teaching 

experience and annual evaluation”.  

Another landmark change made to the selection process is the compulsory 

qualification of NPQEL or NPQH (see Figure1.1). In the past, principals were 

encouraged, but not obliged, to attend the NPQEL course (Kamaruzaman, 

Norasmah, & Siti Rahayah, 2009). As a result, Tahir et al. (2017) suggest that 

some principals currently in post, who were appointed before the introduction 

of the new selection criteria, do not possess any official school headship 

qualifications such as the NPQH or NPQEL. Perera et al. (2016) observe that 

prior to the introduction of the new selection criteria, most Malaysian principals 

only attended leadership courses after they had assumed the post of principal.  

Linking the Notion of High Performing Principalship with the Excellent 
Principals Award and the New Deals Award 

The key premise of this study identifies and links principals who are deemed 

high performing to two awards: the Excellent Principals award and the New 

Deals award. Many well-intentioned reformers argue that large scale 

improvement of schools can be accomplished by rewarding and retaining good 

people (Elmore, 2000). Both the Excellent Principals and New Deals awards 

highlight the initiative taken by the government in rewarding and incentivising 

high performance. Ingvarson (2010: 768) agrees that rewarding school 

leaders who attain high performance standards is one of the effective ways to 

retain high performing leaders. This is supported by Fullan (2011), who 

suggests that rewarding good performance is helpful to the organisation. The 

following section explains the background of these awards. 
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The Excellent Principals award 

The Excellent Principals award recognises principals who display high 

standards of leadership and possess outstanding qualities in promoting 

excellence in schools (Bahagian Pengurusan Sekolah Harian, 2013). Tahir et 

al. (2013) consider excellent principals as the most senior and knowledgeable 

amongst their peers. Chan and Sidhu (2009) on the other hand, believe that 

excellent principals possess distinct abilities in both educational leadership 

and educational management.  

Since its inception in 1994, a total of 2,364 principals have received this award 

(Ministry of Education, 2013). In 2009, the Ministry of Education upgraded the 

scale of excellent principals by designating 20 principal posts to the grade of 

JUSA C3. This grade is equivalent to that of a State Education Director. In 

addition, 475 excellent principals were promoted to the grade of DG54, which 

is equivalent to the Head of the District Education Office (Bahagian 

Pengurusan Sekolah Harian, 2013). The introduction of the award allowed 

high performing principals to serve in their schools at a higher grade than their 

peers (Bahagian Pengurusan Sekolah Harian, 2013). Prior to this, many 

principals had to leave their schools to find a more senior post, with a higher 

grade of service, in district or state education departments, or in a division of 

the Ministry of Education. Bajunid (2004: 209) explains that the Excellent 

Principals award was an initiative implemented to offer attractive career routes 

and promotional opportunities for school leaders. 

                                            
3 The Malaysian Civil Service utilises a numerical data range grade-based system to determine the 
position as well as the seniority of all government servants. Grade 41 is the entry level grade for all 
positions with a minimum qualification of a bachelor’s degree. A higher grade means that the person 
holds a high ranked position or has been promoted to that grade based on performance/length of service 
(Jabatan Perkhidmatan Awam, 2010). Grade of service for principals begins at DG52 and they progress 
to DG54 based on their tenure and/or performance. The higher JUSA C grade is a promotion grade for 
Excellent Principals. 
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The New Deals award 

Apart from the Excellent Principals award, high performing principals could be 

recognised through the New Deals (Bai’ah) award. This was first implemented 

in 2010 as one of the education National Key Results Area (NKRA) initiatives, 

introduced under the Government's Transformation Programme (PEMANDU, 

2010). The New Deals initiative was designed to improve overall student 

outcomes throughout the system by incentivising principals to innovate, 

improve upon, and deliver, high performance academic results in the schools 

they lead (PEMANDU, 2011). According to PEMANDU (2012b: 114), the “New 

Deals initiative targets school leaders who are key drivers of change in the 

school system. Eligibility for a New Deals award is determined by a stringent 

set of requirements that look at the performance of the school as a whole as 

well as the individual school leader’s accomplishments”. The MEB claims that 

the New Deals initiative, which “rewarded high-performing school principals 

and head teachers proved to be an effective mechanism to motivate and 

incentivise school leaders” (Ministry of Education, 2013: A - 31).  

Statement of the Problem  

The MEB is significant because it represents the government’s commitment to 

carry out strategic reforms of the education system, including strengthening 

principals’ leadership roles in schools. However, the author argues that there 

are several challenging aspects of the MEB which need to be considered for 

successful implementation to occur. The following subsections discuss the 

challenges posed by the MEB in relation to its aspiration of placing high 

performing principals in all schools.  

Clarity in understanding the notion of ‘high performing’? 

The Ministry aims to achieve its goal of ensuring that all schools are led by 

high performing principals through several measures. These include: 

redefining and clarifying the selection criteria for future principals by including 

mandatory preparatory training via the National Professional Qualification for 
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Educational Leaders (NPQEL); refining the succession planning for incoming 

and outgoing principals to include the compulsory Residency and Immersion 

Programme or PRIme4; building a pool of potential future school leaders; 

improving preparatory and continuous professional development; and 

introducing a competencies-based performance management approach 

(Ministry of Education, 2013, 2014).  

Whilst high performing leadership is highlighted consistently in the MEB, there 

is a lack of clarity about what the concept of ‘high performing principals’ 

actually means. The author argues that, while the MEB envisions high 

performing principals in all schools, it does not describe precisely what this 

means. The new measures introduced in the MEB represent only a redefined 

procedure for selecting, training and sustaining better performing and qualified 

principals rather than defining the standards or attributes of a high performing 

principal. The author believes that the key characteristics of high performing 

principals need to be explicated clearly to current and future principals, so that 

they understand the crucial benchmark attributes necessary for all principals.  

In addressing this challenge, the author believes that the absence of key 

attributes of high performing principals in the MEB provides an opportunity to 

identify the leadership features of selected principals who are deemed to be 

high performing. It also enables this study to link those features to the 

aspirations of the MEB of securing high performing principals for all schools. 

A better understanding of the practices of principals who are deemed high 

performing would allow current and future principals to understand the 

leadership practices adopted by this group of principals. 

The literature on high performing leadership often identifies the key 

characteristics, traits or leadership qualities required to achieve high 

performance that are different from those of ordinary principals. One example 

                                            
4 The Ministry of Education states that “All candidates who are appointed as principals under the new 
criteria will be required to enrol in a one-month residency programme (PRIme) before assuming their 
respective duties. They will also undergo an immersion programme alongside principal coaches for 
seven days (42 hours within their first 6 months) upon taking up the position” (Ministry of Education, 
2014). 
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is provided by Barber, Whelan, and Clark (2010: 7) who characterise high 

performing principals as those who are “distinguished less by who they are, 

and more by what they do (though both are important). They work the same 

hours as other principals, but spend more time working with the people in their 

school. They walk the halls more, spend more time coaching teachers, interact 

more often with parents and external administrators, and spend more time with 

students”. Jo Blase, Blase, and Phillips (2010: 3) provide another example. 

They describe high performing principals as leaders who “exhibit behaviours 

(also called “best practices”) that yield statistically greater student learning 

than if the leader did not engage in those behaviours”.  

Over-emphasis on instructional leadership 

Hallinger (2005) believes that there has been a consistent focus on 

instructional leadership in the leadership policy literature, especially in the light 

of school restructuring and the reforms initiated in many parts of the world. 

This is true in the Malaysian context. Previous policy documents that include 

the EDP, the EDMP and the Education NKRA, all identify instructional 

leadership as amongst the key practices for Malaysian principals. More 

recently, the MEB advocates and emphasises instructional leadership as the 

most effective leadership approach for current and future principals to adopt.  

The MEB envisions school principals as excellent instructional leaders who 

drive overall school performance (Ministry of Education, 2013). Harris et al. 

(2017: 210) suggest that, with the implementation of the MEB, “principals in 

Malaysia are now increasingly viewed as instructional leaders who are seen 

as chiefly responsible for improving student, school and system performance”. 

Hallinger and Walker (2017: 136), in agreement with the suggestion offered by 

Harris et al. (2017), believe that “Malaysia has adopted highly explicit and 

prescriptive policies that mandate the instructional leadership role as well as 

specific practices”. 

The emphasis placed on the need for principals to be instructional leaders 

stems primarily from evidence which shows it has a stronger impact on student 
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outcomes than other types of leadership (for example, see Bendikson, 

Robinson, & Hattie, 2012; Robinson, Lloyd, & Rowe, 2008). Robinson (2010) 

maintains that the body of evidence that links instructional leadership and 

student outcomes has persuaded policymakers to place instructional 

leadership more prominently in policy framing compared to other leadership 

models, and this is evident in the MEB.  

The author assumes that the MEB's overarching emphasis on instructional 

leadership renders other leadership models as less important. For example, 

the MEB states that, based on research, the “outstanding principal is one 

focused on instructional and not administrative leadership” (Ministry of 

Education, 2013: E-18). This emphasis is further expounded in the latest 

Annual Review of the MEB: “A principal with high leadership qualities and an 

effective leadership team is vital to provide instructional leadership as well as 

drive overall school performance” (Ministry of Education, 2016: 151). 

The author agrees with Bush's view that “instructional leadership is a very 

important dimension because it targets the school’s central activities, teaching 

and learning; however, this paradigm also underestimates other aspects of 

school life” (Bush, 2007: 401). Hallinger (2005: 234) points out that 

“instructional leadership has often been interpreted as being top-down and 

directive” and that the literature on instructional leadership often focuses on 

“turn around schools that had been in need of urgent change”. Therefore, “the 

generalization of this model to all principals in all school settings was 

inappropriate in 1985 and remains so today” (Hallinger, 2005: 234).  

Scholars also argue that instructional leadership often focuses too much on 

teaching rather than learning (Bush, 2015b; Bush & Glover, 2014; Lambert, 

2002). Whilst the influence of the instructional leadership role of principals 

must be acknowledged, Hallinger (2003) maintains that instructional 

leadership will never be the only role of the school principal. Hallinger (2003: 

334) further cautions against focussing narrowly on principals having the 

singular role of instructional leader “in an effort to improve student 

performance”.  
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Leithwood et al. (2004: 7) believe that the concept of instructional leadership 

“has been in vogue for decades as the desired model for education leaders – 

principals especially”. They further contend that instructional leadership “is 

often more a slogan than a well-defined set of leadership practices [therefore] 

displacing the sloganistic uses of the term ‘instructional leadership’ with the 

more precise leadership practices specified by well-developed leadership 

models is much to be desired” (ibid:7). Bush and Glover (2004) restate and 

agree with the assertion offered by Leithwood (1994) that instructional 

leadership alone is no longer adequate because it is heavily classroom 

focused and does not address the wider aspect of organisation-building. 

Limited focus given to other leadership models 

The MEB states that it will “move towards a model of distributed leadership” 

(Ministry of Education, 2013) only in the second wave of the implementation, 

from 2016 to 2020. Although distributed leadership and, to some extent, 

transformational leadership, are mentioned in the MEB, they are less evident 

or stressed than instructional leadership. Mulford (2010: 200), believes that “a 

one-size-fits-all, adjectival style or approach to leadership [like instructional 

leadership], may seem superficially attractive but can often limit, restrict and 

distort leadership behaviour in ways that are not always conducive to school 

development and improvement”. Hence, “awareness of alternative 

approaches is essential to provide a set of tools from which discerning leaders 

can choose when facing problems and dealing with day-to-day issues” (Bush, 

2007: 393). This is further emphasised by Purinton (2013) who argues that 

school principals must manage competing demands beyond just instructional 

matters. Hallinger (2003: 334) also believes that principals carry out multiple 

leadership roles in their schools. He maintains that focusing narrowly on “a 

single role in an effort to improve student performance will be dysfunctional for 

the principal”.  

Hallinger (2007) further suggests that a specific leadership type may only be 

suitable at a certain stage and that it may become limiting, or even counter-
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productive, as time goes on and schools make progress. In addition, Bush and 

Glover (2014: 567) argue that “the educational context is too complex and 

unpredictable for a single leadership approach to be adopted for all events and 

issues”. Leithwood and Sun (2012: 403) echo a similar position. They believe 

that every school situation is complex and “requires leaders to enact a wide 

range of practices, [hence] a narrow set of leadership practices seems unlikely 

to work”. Leithwood and Sun (2012: 410) add that “leadership practices 

associated with either approach alone were not as powerful as a combination 

of such practices”. 

Muijs (2011: 55) argues that there is often a tendency of over-reliance on 

leadership models “which invite prescription through their identification of one 

set of practices as good and another set as bad”. Although the MEB does not 

explicitly point to any ‘bad’ leadership model, the focus on instructional 

leadership may nevertheless be too prominent. Bush and Glover (2014: 566) 

believe that instructional leadership is “is limited and partial, and has to be 

considered alongside other models”. As the limitations of the instructional 

model become increasingly apparent, the focus of attention can switch to 

transformational leadership, and subsequently to distributed leadership (Bush, 

2015b). Nonetheless, Leithwood and Sun (2012: 389) also caution that 

“transformational leadership theoretically offers only a partial solution to the 

leadership problem”. 

Therefore, in order to address the limitations of the instructional model, it 

makes sense for this study to link it to other leadership models that may be 

observed in principals who are deemed to be high performing. This is in line 

with the literature on high performing principals which suggests that principals 

should not rely on instructional leadership alone as other leadership models 

are equally important (Anderson, Moore, & Sun, 2009; Leithwood, Harris, & 

Strauss, 2010; Mulford, 2010; Printy, Marks, & Bowers, 2009). Blasé et al. 

(2010) add that, rather than focusing on one type of leadership, high 

performing principals should engage in leadership practices that incorporate 

all the elements necessary for school effectiveness and performance. The 
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author believes that, while instructional leadership is important, the 

understanding of how high performing principals operate in practice might 

benefit from considering other leadership features including, but not limited to, 

distributed and transformational leadership characteristics. This is consistent 

with Bennett and Anderson’s (2003) argument that principals must be able to 

appropriately adapt to a variety of different leadership approaches. 

Lessons from previous reforms advocating instructional leadership  

Bajunid (2008b) argues that policy documents provide “a wealth of ideas, 

drawing on national and international sources, but the translation and 

interpretation of these ideas on the ground are the tasks which fall to school 

leaders”. For example, Bajunid (2008b) observed that leadership for learning, 

central to the re-incarnated instructional leadership, is evidently fragmented in 

Malaysian schools. He believes that: 

“…the idea of leadership as being for learning is simply 

assumed to exist. It is taken for granted but does not really 

happen except for the one-off professional meetings in 

workshops, seminars or conferences and for the fortunate few 

nominated and sponsored to attend such meetings. There is 

no continuous dialogue, no protocol and procedure of 

examination of practice, no recording of best practices, no 

examination or exploration of implicit principles or theories 

behind effective teaching-learning practices” (ibid: 278-279).  

Barker (2007: 38), in sharing Bush’s (2004) view, reasons that policymakers 

often advocate leadership models that are essentially “incomplete but 

demand, nevertheless, a transformation in schools and results that are hard 

to achieve”. As a result, Barker argues that the “policy decisions have created 

the conditions for an apparent leadership paradox” (ibid). This is the case in 

Malaysia where instructional leadership is highlighted as the leadership model 

or practice of choice for all Malaysian principals, especially in support of the 

reform. Bush (2014c: 3) believes that “the recent emphasis on instructional 
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leadership is based largely on research and practice in decentralised or partly 

decentralised contexts, where the demands of the hierarchy are modest and 

principals have substantial scope to determine how to lead and manage their 

schools”. However, the centralised system has always been a significant 

feature of the Malaysian education system and the effort to incorporate 

instructional leadership into the reform plan within a highly centralised system 

has proven to be challenging.  

While Hallinger (2010c) points out that the top-down approach utilised in 

Southeast Asia is a common strategy for large scale reform, especially in 

centralised education systems, Hussein (2012: 364) argues that centralised 

policies and programmes coming from the top are often seen as “inappropriate 

and out of touch with the realities of school and classroom environments”. 

Hussein (2012: 363) further believes that “centralised policies never or seldom 

get communicated to all schools” because “school heads do not often realise 

that they are supposed to be doing something different”. Hussein (2012: 363) 

adds that, even if centralised policies are communicated to schools, it is done 

in vague terms, because “school heads and personnel either implement policy 

incorrectly, in part, or not at all”. This is echoed by Fullan (2014: 37) who 

argues that “sometimes policies are aligned on paper but never seem to 

cohere in the minds of principals and teachers…[and, as a result], principals 

are expected to lead the implementation of policies that they do not 

comprehend and that indeed are incomprehensible as a set”. Consequently, 

Bajunid (as cited in Hallinger, 2010c) believes that education reforms in 

Malaysia have often failed to live up to their promises, resulting in numerous 

U-turns on major policy initiatives.  

For example, in the EDP, the Ministry saw the key challenge to be to 

“strengthen the role of principals as curriculum leaders and as the main 

supervisors of the teaching and learning process” (Ministry of Education, 2001: 

7-11). However, that key challenge remains an ongoing problem for the 

Ministry to overcome. Malakolunthu (2007) carried out three studies on 

education reforms in Malaysia and concluded that reforms in instructional 
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leadership and practices were not entirely successful because principals lack 

the professional knowledge and competencies to carry out instructional 

leadership effectively in schools. Malakolunthu (2007) adds that principals in 

the study were found to be evasive and indifferent to instructional reforms as 

they seemed to be prioritising other leadership roles that they felt mattered 

more than instructional leadership.  

Even though Malakolunthu (2007) acknowledges that the Ministry of 

Education does emphasise the role of the school principal as an instructional 

leader, she laments the lack of proper coordination and support from 

policymakers, which she regards as crucial for any effective implementation of 

the reforms. As a result, principals fail to play the leadership role expected by 

the policymakers, putting the implementation of the reforms at risk of not 

achieving its desired outcome. Malakolunthu (2007: 596) thus suggests that 

“principals must know that they have a much bigger role to play than that of a 

passive observer of the implementation of instructional reforms”. 

More recently, Harris et al. (2017), in their study involving 30 Malaysian 

principals, found that some principals exhibited strong qualities as instructional 

leaders but only in certain areas. Nonetheless, they note that the mismatch 

between policy directives and professional values limits Malaysian principals’ 

instructional leadership practices. Harris et al. (2017: 218) conclude that “the 

remaining challenge, however, is to ensure that all principals in Malaysia fully 

embrace all aspects of instructional leadership in ways that contribute directly 

to school and system improvement”. 

Dimmock and Goh (2011: 225) observe that there are relatively few examples 

worldwide of schools as well as education systems that are successful in their 

attempts to alter “the fundamentals of their instructional systems in a scalable 

and sustained way”. Hallinger and Lee (2014: 7) found that similar education 

reforms in Thailand required school principals “to change their primary role 

orientation from system management to instructional leadership”, almost 

immediately after the education reform was launched. Hallinger and Lee 

(2014: 11) suggest that principals have been viewed as “implementers of 
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government policies” and reforms rather than as “policy initiators or 

instructional leaders”. As a result, Hallinger and Lee (2014) found that data 

collected during the pre and post-reform eras showed no increase in Thai 

principals' level of engagement in instructional leadership. 

The author agrees that the reforms related to instructional leadership in 

Malaysia have yet to be implemented effectively and the challenge remains 

for the Ministry of Education to explore alternative ways for the reforms to be 

put in place successfully. 

Aims and Purpose 

The central aim of this study is to explore the leadership practices of principals 

deemed to be high performing, which relates directly to one of the aspirations 

of the MEB: to ensure high performing school leaders in every school. The 

Ministry believes that “committed and high-performing school leaders are key 

catalysts to improve and thus create excellent schools” (Ministry of Education, 

2014: 61). The focus on principals deemed to be high performing is premised 

on the assumption that they are likely to exhibit exemplary and good 

leadership practices, hence directly provide this study with a better 

understanding of how to link normative leadership models to their practices. 

Further, understanding the leadership practices of high performing principals 

is especially timely as the relative value of instructional, transformational and 

distributed leadership, as advocated in the MEB, have become of interest to 

policymakers, as well as to current school leaders. 

The absence of any explicitly stated key characteristics of high performing 

principals in the MEB underpins the author’s motivation to explore the key 

leadership practices enacted by a group of selected principals described as 

high performing. Being clear about what these characteristics entail would be 

useful to current and future principals and to the Ministry of Education, to 

identify and understand the meaning and key features of high performing 

principals.  
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Barber et al. (2010) assert that high performing principals focus more on 

instructional leadership. The above assertion, together with the emphasis on 

instructional leadership in the MEB, frame the next aim of this study: to shed 

light on how far instructional leadership is practiced among principals who are 

deemed high performing compared to other leadership model practices, 

notably transformational and distributed.  

The specific objectives of this study, which arise from these aims, are as 

follows: 

I. to establish the notion of ‘high performing’ within the parameters of the 

Excellent Principals award and the New Deals award; 

II. to identify the leadership practices of principals who are deemed to be 

high performing; 

III. to understand whether, and to what extent, instructional leadership is 

practiced among high performing principals;  

IV. to analyse and compare the dominant principal leadership practices 

based on the framework of transformational, instructional and 

distributed leadership models.  

The intention of this study is not to make generalisations, but to capture and 

highlight the practices from multiple perspectives observed within the selected 

schools. 

Research Questions 

In order to fulfil the aims of this study, four main questions have been 

formulated. Three of the main questions have sub-questions which relate to 

the research problems identified earlier in this study. These include the need 

for clarity in understanding the notion of high performing principals in respect 

of the Excellent Principals and New Deals awards. The research questions 

also seek to establish the extent to which instructional leadership is practised 
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by high performing principals compared to distributed and transformational 

leadership practices.  

Research question One: How are principals deemed to be high performing 

identified and selected? 

Research question Two: What are the leadership practices most performed by 

the principals who are deemed high performing as measured by the LPI and 

PIMRS questionnaires?  

Sub-Research question 2a: How do principals who are deemed high 

performing perceive their own leadership practices as measured by the LPI 

and PIMRS questionnaires? 

Sub-Research question 2b: How do teachers perceive their principals’ 

leadership practices as measured by the LPI and PIMRS questionnaires? 

Research question Three: How do the principals perceive their own leadership 

practices? 

Sub-research question 3a: How do the teachers perceive their principals’ 

leadership practices? 

Research question Four: To what extent is instructional leadership practiced 

by principals who are deemed high performing?  

Significance and Contribution of the Research 

The author acknowledges that the MEB is still in its relatively early days of 

implementation, given that its entire span is from 2013 to 2025. However, the 

literature on school leadership relevant to the MEB is growing (see Azuraida 

& Oliver, 2016; Harris et al., 2017; Ling, Zaidatol Akmaliah, Asimirin, & Fooi, 

2015; Mohamad Johdi, 2014; Murni et al., 2016; Noman et al., 2016; Perera 

et al., 2016). The MEB has prompted scholars to look specifically into the 

leadership practices of principals and to suggest certain implications. 

However, this study is significant and distinctive in its focus on high performing 
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leaders, linked to the MEB. It is also significant in addressing principal 

leadership which is identified as one of the key shifts that support long-term 

education reform. 

In addition, there is only limited literature specifically on educational leadership 

and management in Malaysia (Bajunid, 2004). Hence this study resonates well 

with the view of Harris et al. (2014) who believe that exploring and 

understanding the leadership practices and models of educational leaders in 

Asia is important. Several leading authors agree that the literature published 

on educational leadership in Asia remains minimal, with most of the worldview 

on educational leadership residing within the Western construct and context 

(Dimmock & Walker, 2000; Hallinger, 2011a; Hallinger & Bryant, 2013a; Harris 

et al., 2017; Harris et al., 2014; Walker & Dimmock, 2006). Hallinger (2010c: 

405) highlights a “paucity of either descriptive or analytical empirical data on 

educational reform” in Southeast Asia. Harris et al. (2017) further assert that 

evidence about the leadership practices of principals in Malaysia is barely 

visible and mostly absent from the international literature. This study is timely 

in responding to the call for more empirical studies on educational leadership 

in Southeast Asia. This study therefore fills a gap in the existing literature on 

high performing leadership within the Southeast Asian school context, through 

the empirical evidence gathered in relation to the leadership practices of the 

principals researched. This study contributes to a better understanding of 

leadership practices enacted by principals who are regarded as high 

performing. This, in turn, provides the opportunity for a comparison with 

previous and current research into successful leadership practices.  

This study is also significant in adding to the very limited body of knowledge 

on the leadership practices of principals deemed high performing, especially 

in the Malaysian context. The literature and research on high performance 

leadership are often grounded within the setting of high performing or 

outstanding schools. The leadership practices of principals in those schools 

are then transferred into a corpus of literature on successful school leadership 

practices (for example,Day et al., 2011; Gurr, 2015; Leithwood & Riehl, 2003; 
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Mulford et al., 2008). What makes this study unique is that the principals are 

deemed high performing by virtue of the awards that they have received in the 

specific context of Malaysia. The study shifts the focus of ‘high performing 

leadership’ derived from the condition and performance of the school, to that 

of ‘high performing leadership’ given in recognition to the principals, based on 

their performance.  

This study’s major premise is that the principals identified as high performing 

are those who have received both the Excellent Principals and New Deals 

awards. Local studies that analyse the leadership practices and behaviour of 

excellent principals are very limited (Chan & Sidhu, 2009; Jamelaa & 

Jainabee, 2011a; Noman et al., 2016; Norlia & Jamil, 2005). The author’s view 

supports Tahir et al.’s (2013) acknowledgement that research on the 

leadership practices of excellent principals is relatively modest. Similarly, 

Noman et al. (2016: 13), who explored the leadership attributes of one 

Excellent Principal, call for “more researchers to conduct similar studies within 

the country to enhance our knowledge of successful school leadership and 

provide a meaningful perspective to existing studies”. This study is timely in 

supporting this call. There are also very few published studies which analyse 

the leadership of New Deals recipients (see Baharun, 2014; Murni et al., 2016; 

Nurul Aini, 2012). One aspect that sets this study apart is the in-depth analysis 

of the selection process for the two awards, providing a robust framework for 

understanding what is seen to constitute high performance.  

Overview and Structure of the Thesis 

This thesis contains eight chapters. This first chapter has highlighted the 

background to this study and introduced the aims and research questions. The 

following chapters can be summarised as follows: 

Chapter 2: Literature Review contains a review of the literature on leadership 

theories and models, as well as previous research on high performing school 

leadership. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology provides a discussion of the methodology and 

methods used to address the research questions. This chapter also explains 

the rationale underpinning the choice of a mixed methods approach for this 

study.  

Chapter 4: Qualitative findings and analysis at the policy level presents key 

findings based on the analysis of interviews with three policymakers who are 

directly involved with the selection process of Excellent Principals as well as 

the recipients of the New Deals award. The aim of this chapter is to highlight 

the link between high performance and the recipients of both awards. 

Documentary analysis is also presented in this chapter with two purposes in 

mind: to triangulate policymakers’ views on how Excellent Principals and the 

recipients of the New Deals award are selected; and to identify the key 

leadership elements that are attributed to high performance in key policy 

documents.  

Chapter 5 – Quantitative findings and analysis presents the analysis of the 

PIMRS and LPI questionnaires through mean score ranking, t-tests and 

ANOVA methods. These questionnaires measure the extent to which the 

principals in this study claim to carry out a prescribed set of leadership 

practices. The views of the teachers on how frequently their principals enact 

these leadership practices are also obtained via the two questionnaires.  

Chapter 6 – Qualitative findings and analysis of interviews with principals and 

teachers are presented in this chapter. Interviews with six principals, as well 

as their senior leadership team members and teachers, provide a vivid 

understanding of how they view school leadership and how it is practiced. The 

transformational, instructional and distributed leadership models guide the 

analysis of the interviews.  

Chapter 7 – Analysis and Discussion triangulates and discusses in depth the 

leadership practices performed by the principals. The leadership practices 

performed the most, as viewed by both principals and their teachers, are 

synthesised. A synthesised model of core leadership practices emerges from 
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the analysis. This model identifies the practices found to be enacted most by 

the principals in this study.  

Chapter 8: Conclusion includes the responses to this study’s research 

questions. The chapter also addresses the significance of this study –

contextual, empirical and theoretical. The implications and recommendations 

for future research are also included in this chapter.  

  



28 
 

Chapter 2 – Literature Review  

Introduction  

The purpose of this study is to explore the leadership practices of principals, 

who are deemed high performing, serving in selected, high performing 

Malaysian secondary schools. The leadership practices of the principals are 

examined through the lenses of three major leadership models: instructional, 

transformational and distributed.  

The chapter begins by positioning this study within the context of high 

performing leadership. The literature review draws upon the literature of 

effective, successful and outstanding school leadership. The second section 

of the review examines the three major educational leadership models that are 

highlighted in the MEB. This section provides a theoretical discussion, and 

empirical evidence, about instructional, transformational and distributed 

leadership, as reflected in the literature. In the final section, the literature 

review aims to identify any gaps in the literature to provide the warrant for this 

research.  

Understanding High Performing leadership  

This study focuses on the leadership practices of those principals who are 

deemed high performing. It takes as its starting point the view that 

understanding high performing leadership is a prerequisite for this study. 

Abbott and Bush (2013) contend that there is no straightforward ‘recipe’ for 

developing high performance. Bush and Middlewood (2005: 17), in adopting 

Riches’(1997) suggestion, propose that the concept of performance relates to 

the extent to which an individual carries out the responsibilities assigned to 

him or her; the accomplishment of a task or activity. However, Bush and 

Middlewood (2005: 17) also emphasise Riches’ argument that problems may 

arise as to how one is to know if what has been done is the accomplishment 

of something (performance) and what is the required standard when there is 

a good deal of subjectivity surrounding the evaluation of performance.  
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Hargreaves and Harris (2011: 42) believe that the leadership literature is 

replete with different definitions, interpretations, and versions that seek to 

explain various positive adjectives such as ‘good’ or ‘effective’ leadership 

practices. Nonetheless, a review of the literature reveals that very few scholars 

are able to offer a precise definition of high performing principalship or 

leadership. The literature that specifically relates to ‘high performing’ 

principalship or leadership focuses on two salient aspects: the quality of 

instruction (that includes students’ learning and teachers’ instruction) and how 

they develop and collaborate with others.  

For example, Jo Blase et al. (2010: 3), being one of those very few scholars 

to offer a precise definition, define a high performing principal as someone 

who exhibits behaviours or best practices that influence and contribute to a 

greater student learning. Their definition links to assertion offered by Bottoms, 

O'Neill, Fry, and Hill (2003) who believe that high performing principals 

understand which school and classroom practices improve student 

achievement. In addition, Bottoms et al. (2003) maintain that high performing 

principals support teachers in carrying out instructional practices that help all 

students to succeed. Similarly, Murphy, Elliott, Goldring, and Porter (2010: 

749) suggest that high performing principals also have a gift for acquiring, 

allocating, and using resources to promote student success. The link between 

high performing leadership and the quality of instruction is also highlighted in 

the report on high performing education systems, by Barber et al. (2010). They 

found that: 

 “high-performing principals focus more on instructional 

leadership and developing teachers. They see their biggest 

challenges as improving teaching and curriculum, and they 

believe that their ability to coach others and support their 

development is the most important skill of a good school 

leader” (ibid: 7). 

The second aspect of the high performing principal leadership literature relates 

to principals’ working relationship with others in the schools. High performing 
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principals see other members of in their school as important and essential. For 

example, Barber et al. (2010: 7) posit that high performing principals spend 

more time working with the people in their school as compared to their peers 

who could be deemed as mediocre. This assertion is supported by Jones and 

Harris (2014) who claim that high performing principals are defined by their 

ability to build strong, functional collaborative teams. Jo Blase et al. (2010) 

express a similar view that high performing principals work collaboratively with 

others to create and maintain school performance. High performing principal 

leaders frequently support their staff members and inspire their teachers to 

become leaders (Quin, Deris, Bischoff, & Johnson, 2015). 

The two aspects discussed above suggest a limited understanding of high 

performing leadership, but this concept can be expanded by including similar 

terms, such as ‘successful’, ‘effective’ and ‘outstanding’. The author believes 

that the literature that describes principals as successful, effective, and 

outstanding is also reflective of high performing leadership. These four 

concepts are interrelated and overlap with one another. Figure 2.1 illustrates 

these relationships. 

 

Figure 2.1: Descriptors of high performing leadership 

Hence, to drive the rest of the discussion on understanding high performing 

leadership, the three concepts are discussed in further detail.  

High 
performing 
leadership

Successful

Effective
Outstan-

ding
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Outstanding leadership 

As noted above, ‘high performing’ and ‘outstanding’ leadership are inter-

related. Middlewood and Abbott (2017) propose five levels of performance for 

all school members, including principals and teachers. The first level is “the 

outstanding or exceptionally high-performing person” (Middlewood & Abbott, 

2017: 52). They recognise that a “high performing or outstanding person in a 

school” carries out 14 roles and practices, although they claim that list is not 

exhaustive (ibid).  

Gold, Evans, Earley, Halpin, and Collarbone (2003: 136) also adopt the term 

‘outstanding’ when referring to a group of principals whose schools were 

adjudged by Ofsted to be providing high-quality education. They believe that 

the outstanding school leaders are “those who are able to articulate their 

strongly held personal, moral and educational values which may, at times, not 

be synonymous or in sympathy with government initiatives or policies” (ibid). 

The interchangeable adoption of these terms is further exemplified by 

Matthews (2009), who believes that outstanding leadership is linked to highly 

effective school leaders. Matthews outlines two characteristics of outstanding 

principals: putting students’ learning and potential first, and getting the best 

out of members of the school. More recently, Matthews and colleagues 

(Matthews, Rea, Hill, & Gu, 2014) also carried out research on more than 20 

examples of outstanding primary leadership across England. They summarise 

that the outstanding leaders are exceptional; and adopt 10 “basic tenets of 

outstanding” school leadership (Matthews et al., 2014: 12). Three of these 

tenets link ‘outstanding’ with the terms ‘effective’ and ‘successful’. They 

indicate that outstanding school heads are successful in doing things right 

consistently; they are effective models of good teaching, and they provide 

effective support for teachers.  
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Successful leadership 

The terms ‘effective’ and ‘successful’ are also commonly utilised by scholars 

in studying the practices of high performing principals. The International 

Successful School Principals Project (ISSPP) provides one example. 

Drysdale, Goode, and Gurr (2009) claim that ISSP is important because it 

adds to this basic understanding of successful school leadership. ISSPP has 

been studying the practices of successful principals in schools around the 

world. Most of the reported case studies (Day & Gurr, 2014; Day & Leithwood, 

2007; Jacobson & Day, 2007; Moos, Johansson, & Day, 2011; Mulford et al., 

2008) reflect upon high performing and successful principal leadership who 

are leading high performing or excellent schools. Mulford et al. (2008) 

conclude that a common characteristic of these schools is successful and 

effective leadership. Within the local context, the interchangeable terms are 

also adopted by Jamilah et al. (2017) who claim that successful principals in 

Malaysia are considered to be effective leaders. 

Pashiardis and Johansson (2016: 1) explain that school leaders who exhibit 

the capacity to improve the quality of teaching in schools have come to be 

known in the literature as successful and effective leaders. Whilst Pashiardis 

and Johansson (2016: 2) agree that the “international community of school 

leadership has been using the terms ‘successful’ and ‘effective’ 

interchangeably”, they also believe that scholars could not come to “much 

agreement as to what these two terms really mean in a particular context”. 

They believe that those two terms are “enormously varied in its conceptual 

foundations” based upon the richness of the literature on successful and 

effective leadership (ibid: 2). However, they contend that successful “is a more 

inclusive term which includes effectiveness...[but]… this does not mean that 

‘successful’ is a substitute for effective” (Pashiardis & Johansson, 2016: 3). A 

similar approach was adopted by McEwan (2003: xxii) who uses the terms 

‘successful’ and ‘effective’ “to accommodate the variety of ways people 

describe the principals whom they consider to be the very best”. McEwan 
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explored the extent to which highly effective principals5 enact ten traits which 

are associated with performance. 

Day et al. (2011: 3) explain that successful leadership “depends significantly 

on leaders’ values and qualities, and on the skills with which leaders 

understand the underlying causes of the problems they encounter and 

respond to those problems in ways that are productive in context”. This 

explanation is linked to Bush and Glover’s (2003: 5) view that, successful 

leaders develop a vision for their schools based on their personal and 

professional values. Day, Gu, and Sammons (2016: 225) also posit that 

successful school leadership is expressed through the application and 

accumulation of combinations of values-informed organisational, personal, 

and task-centred strategies and actions, which contribute to successful 

student outcomes. 

Gurr and Day (2014), who draw upon the evidence found in the studies of 

successful principals, summarise the important qualities that successful 

principals possess. While they agree that all the principals featured in their 

book exhibit transformational and instructional leadership qualities, invariably 

all of the principals also show personal acumen and positive beliefs and 

values, as well as positive qualities of leadership. The qualities include 

“personal commitment to making a difference, resilience, motivation to sustain 

their efforts over time, high self-efficacy, high expectations of themselves and 

others, emphasis on establishing excellent personal relationships with the 

school, and an emphasis on whole-child development and establishing a 

supportive school environment” (Gurr & Day, 2014: 204).  

Although the ISSPP provides many examples of successful and effective 

leadership, the claims made by Day et al. (2010), and Leithwood et al. (2008) 

(which was based upon the earlier work of Leithwood, Day, Sammons, Harris, 

& Hopkins, 2006a) perhaps reinforce the ‘what’ of successful leadership. The 

                                            
5 Many of these principals, according to (McEwan, 2003: xxvii), “have received national awards either 
personally or on behalf of their schools”.  
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claims lead to three key arguments that are directly relevant to this study. 

Firstly, successful principals believe in the value of quality instruction. For 

example, although both claims indicate explicitly that successful leadership 

influence students’ learning, the scholars explain that it is carried out by 

reshaping the conditions for teaching and learning; enriching the curriculum; 

enhancing teachers’ quality; enhancing the quality of teaching and learning; 

and effectively managing the teaching and learning programme (Day et al., 

2010; Leithwood et al., 2008).  

Secondly, successful principals distribute leadership as a means to sustain 

and improve conditions for “teaching and learning, an enhanced sense of 

teacher autonomy in the classroom and sustained improvement in pupil 

behaviour, engagement, and outcomes” (Day et al., 2010: 17). This is 

supported by Leithwood et al. (2008), who believe that effective distribution by 

these successful principals has an effect on the quality of teaching, learning 

and pupil achievement.  

The third point indicates that successful heads draw equally on elements of 

both instructional and transformational leadership. Leithwood et al. (2008) 

show that the core ‘leadership practices’ include setting directions, developing 

people and redesigning the organisation. Leithwood (2005: 620) claims that 

these core leadership practices are “the basics of successful leadership – 

probably not sufficient for success, but necessary in almost all contexts”. 

However, one telling observation of these leadership practices is that they are 

heavily reliant upon the transformational leadership model suggested by 

Leithwood, Jantzi, and Steinbach (1999) and Leithwood (2011). Day et al. 

(2010) build upon these core leadership practices and expand on the 

transformational leadership framework to include defining values and vision to 

raise expectations; setting direction and building trust; restructuring parts of 

the organisation; redesigning leadership roles and responsibilities, and 

building collaboration internally. 
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Effective leadership 

Most of the literature appears to explain effective as similar to successful 

leadership, some scholars identify ‘effective’ as a key leadership process that 

would ensure successful outcomes. For example, Bass and Bass (2008) 

maintain that effective leadership is the act or process of successfully 

influencing others by the leaders that results in the attainment of goals. Hence, 

effective leadership could also be measured and determined by the 

organisational outcomes, goal attainment and follower satisfaction (Taylor, 

Martin, Hutchinson, & Jinks, 2007: 407). A key aspect of ‘effective’ is achieving 

and improving the successful outcome desired by the leader. Hence, school 

principals can be considered to be effective if and when they are able to 

transform the performance of their school (Barker, 2007). 

Whilst Bush (2009) believes that effective leadership is vital for successful 

schooling, Harris, Jones, and Adams (2016) note that effective leadership is 

at the heart of high performance. This further highlights the interdependence 

of ‘effective’ with ‘high performance’ and ‘successful.’ This is further illustrated 

by Riley and MacBeath (2003: 184) who believe that effective school leaders 

“are also good leaders”. Riley and MacBeath maintain that effective school 

leaders are distinguished by their vision and passion and by their capacity to 

bring a critical spirit into the complex and demanding job of headship, whilst at 

the same time focusing on staff and pupil performance, and on classroom 

pedagogy. Branch, Hanushek, and Rivkin (2012) add that an effective 

principal who is dynamic and skilled is frequently described as the key element 

of a high-quality school.  

This is further reiterated by Day et al. (2009: 5) who believe that “effective 

leadership results in the improvement of physical, psychological and social 

conditions for teaching and learning, raised aspirations of staff, students and 

communities, and the improved achievement of all pupils”. In order to achieve 

that improvement, effective leaders apply strategies in ways that are relevant 

and sensitive to schools and student characteristics, with the aim of 

maximising their achievement and performance (Day et al., 2009). The 
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strategies suggested by Day et al. (2009: 3) include “layered leadership 

strategies within and across three broad improvement phases”. Another 

strategy highlighted by Day and colleagues is the effective distribution of 

leadership to other members in school. This strategy is also supported by 

Harris (2010), who maintains that effective principals tend to distribute certain 

strategic leadership responsibilities or core developmental work to teams or 

individuals within the school.  

Effective leadership also has a more process-oriented nuance. ‘Effective’ 

therefore means that someone is successful in achieving the results that they 

want. For example, Day et al. (2016) view effective leadership as focusing on 

the internal states of organisational members that are critical in achieving 

goals such as school performance. Hence, effective leadership involves 

determining the focus of the task at hand in a manner that enables staff to 

understand and become committed to achieving the goal (Robinson et al., 

2008). Goal effects are strongest when effective strategies are used (Sun & 

Leithwood, 2015). One of the effective strategies identified by Sun and 

Leithwood (2015) is setting the direction. They suggest that direction-setting 

leadership practices are effective in shaping a positive working environment 

and culture, achieving a shared understanding of school goals among staff, 

and fostering shared decision-making in schools. 

Another distinct aspect of effective leadership according to Leithwood (2012), 

is the ability to integrate management and leadership functions in a way that 

would maximise the output and productivity of the schools. He believes that 

effective leadership’s defining attribute is the ability to carry out the most 

routine and seemingly trivial management and administrative tasks in such a 

way that would push their organisations forward. He then provides an example 

of how a highly effective leader approaches the management task:  

Marginally effective principals often view timetabling as a 

routine or “technical” administrative task and create timetables 

for their schools largely aimed at satisfying the preferences of 

their teachers. Highly effective principals, in contrast, typically 
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view timetabling as an “adaptive” task, an opportunity to 

maximize instructional time for their students and to provide 

opportunities for collaborative work by their teachers (ibid: 6-

7).  

Conversely, Day, Harris, and Hadfield (2001b) believe that because 

management and leadership components are essential components of 

principalship, effective leaders are able to do both successfully. 

Previous research on high performing successful principals  

In this section, the author expands the notion of high performing principalship 

to include evidence of successful and effective school leadership from the 

literature. Various studies carried out as part of the International Successful 

School Principals Project (ISSPP) also offer various examples of how 

principals across different countries enact their leadership practices which are 

deemed successful (see Day & Leithwood, 2007; Moos et al., 2011). For 

example, Leithwood and Day (2007b) summarise the key leadership practices 

within five overarching leadership concepts or dimensions. The five 

dimensions include: setting direction; developing people; redesigning the 

organisation; managing the instructional program; and coalition building. While 

the first four overarching dimensions of leadership practices are heavily 

referenced against the transformational leadership model suggested by 

Leithwood and colleagues, the inclusion of the fifth dimension, ‘coalition 

building’, highlights the view that successful principals need to maintain good 

rapport with the community as well as with policymakers.  

Other participants in the ISSPP offer alternative views which serve as a point 

of departure from the practices which are biased towards the transformational 

leadership model. For example, Merchant et al. (2012) compared the 

successful leadership practices of principals in schools with diverse 

populations in Sweden and the United States. The eight-year longitudinal 

study unearthed seven leadership practices with respect to the characteristics 

of principals who were successful in creating inclusive schools within a context 
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of increasing student diversity. These were: engagement and pride; high 

expectations; student autonomy; early student learning and development; 

teamwork; diversity and integration; and an international focus on academic 

rankings (Merchant et al., 2012). Merchant et al. (2012), however, note that 

the extent to which these practices are enacted would vary across countries.  

Wang, Gurr, and Drysdale (2013: 272) offer an Asian perspective to the 

ISSPP. Their study provides a useful addition to an emerging knowledge-base 

of successful school leadership in Singapore. The qualitative study focuses on 

four Singaporean principals who are deemed successful. Seven major themes 

emerged from the analysis of the interviews with the four principals. They 

showed strong evidence that they practice collaborative visioning; 

collaborative culture; educating the whole child; developing people; building 

on the legacy of past principals; school-wide systems and structures; and 

personal qualities, beliefs, and values (Wang et al., 2013). 

More recently, Jamilah et al. (2017) adopted the ISSPP leadership framework 

offered by Day and Leithwood (2007), in their study of leadership practices 

among three high performing principals in Malaysia. Their qualitative data 

reveal that these three principals show evidence of ‘setting direction’; 

‘developing people’; ‘redesigning the organisation’; and ‘managing 

instructional programmes’. Their findings also suggest that the practice of 

‘managing high-performance management’ was apparent amongst the three 

principals. The authors claim that the principals “had the knowledge, skills, and 

expertise in managing aspects of high performance work systems, curriculum, 

co-curriculum, financial and discipline management” (Jamilah et al., 2017: 8).  

Contextualising principals who are deemed high performing in this study  

The review of literature above suggests that there is only limited differentiation 

in the conceptual understanding of high performing, successful, effective and 

outstanding leadership. However, the author agrees that there is no universal 

definition of high performing, outstanding, successful and effective leadership, 

and that, these terms are contextualised within the nation’s education system 
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(Pashiardis & Johansson, 2016). For example, the principals involved in the 

ISSPP can all be considered as leading successful schools (for example, see 

evidence from Gurr & Day, 2014; Leithwood, Sun, & Pollock, 2017). Gurr and 

Day (2014) posit that some of the schools that are selected as the cases for 

the ISSPP are amongst the highest performing in their countries while others 

are performing at a level beyond expectations. 

The common characteristics of high performing principalship are also based 

on and contextualised from the performance and condition of the schools. For 

example, some researchers, including those who are part of the ISSPP 

research group, believe that high performing school leadership could be 

represented by school principals who are effective in turning around poor 

performing or disadvantaged schools and sustaining their performance (for 

example; Garza, Murakami-Ramalho, & Merchant, 2011; Hargreaves & Harris, 

2015; Leithwood, Harris, & Strauss, 2013; Minor-Rogan & Jacobson, 2014).  

In the first chapter, the author posited that the focus of ‘high performing 

leadership’ shifts from the condition and performance of the school, to that of 

‘high performing leadership’, based upon the recognition bestowed on the 

principals. For the purpose of this study, recipients of both the Malaysian 

Excellent Principals award and the New Deals award are considered to be 

high performing principals, rather than identifying such principals on the basis 

of the excellent status attained by the schools. Linking the discussion to the 

conceptual underpinning of high performing leadership, the author suggested 

that principals who are the recipients of both the Excellent Principals and New 

Deals awards are deemed to be high performing. The principals are 

considered outstanding compared to their peers through the recognition 

bestowed upon them by the government via the Excellent Principals award. 

The principals are also successful in leading their schools to improve 

performance, and this is exemplified through the New Deals award which 

recognises principals who are able to lead their school towards a significant 

improvement in their school performance and ranking. Finally, those principals 

who are the recipients of both awards could also be considered as effective 
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as they manage to demonstrate their leadership and management capacities 

as assessed by the Ministry’s officials before both awards are granted. 

Educational Leadership Models 

While the discussion thus far suggests that high performing leadership is 

conceptually inter-related to successful, outstanding and effective leadership, 

the elements that bind and explain those concepts are quite extensive. In order 

to understand high performing leadership (with consideration of successful, 

effective and outstanding leadership), the author links the practices to three 

leadership models: instructional, transformational and distributed.  

As the subject of educational leadership became established as an academic 

field in its own right, practitioners began to develop alternative models based 

on their observation of, and experience in, schools and colleges (Bush, 2008a: 

275). Conceptual models of leadership provide structure and clarity to 

observations of leadership practices in schools (Heck & Hallinger, 2005). 

Perhaps Leithwood and his colleagues (Leithwood et al., 1999) have 

suggested “the best known” typologies of leadership models (Bush, 2011: 36). 

Leithwood et al. (1999) categorise school leadership practices and 

approaches into six models. These models derived from 20 leadership 

concepts which appeared in 121 educational leadership journal articles. The 

six educational leadership models are instructional, transformational, moral, 

participative, managerial and contingent leadership. Bush and Glover (2002) 

extend Leithwood et al.’s six models by including distributed, transactional, 

postmodern and emotional leadership. What sets the leadership models 

offered by Bush and Glover apart from the six models suggested by Leithwood 

and colleagues is the link made to five competing management models. Bush 

(2011: 9) believes that educational leadership and management models must 

be given “equal prominence if schools are to operate effectively and achieve 

their objectives”. 

Whilst scholars attempt to categorise and discover more models of leadership 

that are suited to the schooling organisation, Bush (2011) argues that 
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leadership models are never exhaustive. Nonetheless, Mulford (2008: 39) 

believes that, “over the past three decades, debate over what is the most 

suitable leadership role for school leaders has been dominated by the three 

conceptual models of instructional, transformational and distributed 

leadership”. Although Day et al. (2016) posit that instructional and 

transformational are the most commonly researched leadership models linked 

with successful leadership, distributed leadership is also highlighted in the 

claims of successful leadership offered by Leithwood et al. (2008) and Day et 

al. (2010). The MEB also highlights transformational and distributed 

leadership, apart from the much-focussed instructional leadership as the 

models that principals could adopt as they enter a period of long term reform 

that aims for high performance and quality school leadership.  

These three models link to the aim of this research which is to explore the 

leadership practices of principals who are deemed high performing and to 

apply these normative leadership models in their practices. The models also 

enable the author to explore local perspectives of instructional, distributed and 

transformational leadership, rather than testing the suitability of a particular 

model or assessing the level of principal performance.  

Instructional leadership 

Whilst the roots of leadership models such as transformational and distributed 

leadership can be traced to the general management literature, instructional 

leadership captures the essence of school leadership. The focus on 

“instruction” was first introduced by Ronald Edmonds in 1979, and subsequent 

research into instructional leadership has expanded significantly (Hallinger, 

2005; Neumerski, 2012). The early development of the concept of instructional 

leadership took place in the USA, which has a highly decentralised system of 

education (Hallinger & Walker, 2017). However, Hallinger (2011b) observes 

that instructional leadership has transformed from a largely North American 

perspective into a concept with “international currency” and thus has led 

policymakers worldwide to adopt instructional leadership as the essential 
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leadership practice of choice in schools. Huber (2004: 670) posits that since 

“the core purpose of school, that is education and instruction, are at the centre 

of attention”, many scholars find that instructional leadership fits the approach 

that is most suitable for school principals to adopt.  

However, despite its popularity, Purinton (2013) claims that the very idea and 

concept of instructional leadership can be confusing. Bush (2011: 17) adds 

that the “lack of explicit descriptions of instructional leadership in the literature 

suggests that there may be different meanings to this concept”. For example, 

one of the earlier conceptual understandings of instructional leadership is 

often criticised for being primarily concerned with teaching rather than learning 

(Bush, 2011; Bush & Glover, 2014). The critical focus of attention of principals’ 

instructional leadership is on the behaviour of teachers as they engage in 

activities directly affecting the growth of students (Leithwood et al., 1999). The 

focus of instructional leadership, therefore, centres on the quality of teacher 

practice, including the quality of the curriculum, teaching and assessment, and 

the quality of teacher inquiry (Robinson & Timperley, 2007).  

Nonetheless, the conceptual definition of instructional leadership has become 

more inclusive to the needs of teaching as well as learning. Some scholars 

emphasise students’ learning as a critical component of instructional 

leadership. In a more recent publication, Hallinger and Murphy (2013: 7) posit 

that the concept of instructional leadership includes “an influence process 

through which leaders identify a direction for the school, motivate staff, and 

coordinate school and classroom-based strategies aimed at improvements in 

teaching and learning”. Similarly, Hoy and Miskel (2008) define instructional 

leadership as a particular form of leadership that emphasises the improvement 

of teaching and learning. Essentially, instructional leadership is primarily about 

the direction of leaders’ influence because of its focus on improving teaching 

and learning (Bush, 2011, 2014b). 

The focus on students’ learning rather than on teachers’ teaching is more 

accentuated in Huber’s (2004) conceptual definition of instructional leadership. 

He believes that instructional leadership focuses most on aspects of school 
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leadership actions that concern the learning progress of the pupils. Bush and 

Glover (2002) agree that instructional leadership targets students’ learning, 

but it is mediated via teachers. Similarly, Coleman and Earley (2005: 15) 

identify that instructional leadership stresses the centrality of learning that 

focuses on “good teaching, effective learning and achievement”. Therefore, 

arguments are divided on the focus of instructional leadership between the 

learning of the students and the quality of teachers’ instructions. Despite its 

fair share of criticism, Hallinger (2011b: 275) nevertheless maintains that 

“instructional leadership has demonstrated impressive staying power as a core 

concept guiding both practices in the field of educational leadership and 

management”.  

Scholars agree that instructional leadership has proven to have an impact 

upon school and student outcomes (Harris et al., 2017; Robinson et al., 2008). 

Robinson and her colleagues (Robinson et al., 2008; Robinson & Timperley, 

2007) show that the effects of instructional leadership on student outcomes 

are consistently and notably larger than the effects of transformational 

leadership. Their synthesis indicates that transformational leadership has 

moderate effects on teacher attitudes and on perceptions of the school climate 

and organisation. They also note that these effects are thought to be weak in 

influencing students’ performance. Robinson et al. (2008) argue that the core 

activities in schools are teaching and learning, hence, the more principals 

focus their professional relationships, their work and their learning, on the core 

business of teaching and learning with teachers, the greater their influence on 

student outcomes (Robinson et al., 2008).  

A revision of instructional leadership: Leadership for learning 

Elmore (2000) highlights that the purpose of educational leadership is the 

improvement of instructional practice and performance, hence a definition of 

leadership in terms of instruction is also far more focused than most of the 

other leadership conceptions in education. However, the original approach to 

instructional leadership suggested a stronger focus on teaching than learning 

whereas critics argued that both should be of equal importance (Bush, 2015b). 
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While there are criticisms of the concept and practice of instructional 

leadership, this leadership model is still advocated as the most suitable for 

schools (Hallinger, 2011b; Robinson et al., 2008).  

In order to address the need for a more progressive instructional leadership 

model, Hallinger has ‘rebadged’ instructional leadership as ‘leadership for 

learning’ (Bush, 2014c; Hallinger, 2009, 2010b, 2011b). Leadership for 

learning proposes a broader concept that incorporates a wider range of 

leadership attributes such as instructional leadership, transformational 

leadership, shared leadership and distributed leadership (Hallinger, 2010b, 

2011b). Leadership for learning focuses on the intentions and actions of the 

school leader in targeting student learning outcomes (Hallinger & Heck, 2011). 

In addition, leadership for learning stresses the need for a distributed approach 

and also redresses the balance with its central focus on learning rather than 

instruction (Bush, 2015b). This concept provides “a wider perspective of who 

might exercise instructional leadership” (Bush, 2014c: 3).  

Leithwood et al. (2004) assert that much of the existing research 

underestimates the impact of leadership on student learning. They also 

believe that the effects (direct or indirect) of leadership on student learning 

account for about a quarter of total school effects. As a leader in learning, the 

principal manages the environment to optimise learning and, at the same time, 

provides guidance and support for other school leaders or teachers to improve 

the quality of instruction and the achievement of all students (Bendikson et al., 

2012: 4). The local scholar Hussein (2014b) also calls for Malaysian principals 

to transform their instructional leadership role to consider students’ learning. 

He believes that the curriculum should no longer be centred on teacher-based 

knowledge, but instead, primarily focus on the students’ learning 

competencies, capabilities, growth capacity and self-development.  

In his earlier work, MacBeath (2008) agrees that leadership for learning is 

frequently related to concepts such as instructional leadership and curriculum 

leadership. Subsequently, MacBeath (2010) argues that the original American 

conception and terminology of instructional leadership proved to be 
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problematic not only to non-English speakers but to other English-speaking 

communities as well. As a suggestion for a universal understanding of 

leadership for learning, MacBeath (2010: 821) suggests five principles of 

leadership for learning. The first principle suggests that leadership for learning 

is a “process of continuing exploration and deepening understanding as to 

what learning is most worth, how it plays out in practice, and who the learners 

are”. The second principle is “creating and sustaining conditions favourable to 

learning”. The third principle emphasises the process by which learning and 

leadership are made explicit, discussable, and transferable, not only 

conceptually but also in practical application. The fourth principle “involves the 

sharing of leadership by creating structures which invite participation, 

encouraging all members of the school community to take the lead as 

appropriate to task and context”. The final principle “holds that leadership for 

learning implies accountability by taking account of political realities and 

exercising informed choice as to how the school tells its own story to external 

audiences”. 

Hallinger (2011b: 126) admits that instructional leadership originally focused 

only on the role of the principal, while leadership for learning “suggests a 

broader conceptualization that incorporates both a wider range of leadership 

sources as well as additional foci for action”. Thus, Heck and Hallinger (2014) 

agree that leadership for learning incorporates the teaching and learning focus 

not only on instructional leadership, but also as the distinct and more general 

capacity-building perspective of transformational leadership. Apart from the 

elements of instructional and transformational leadership within leadership for 

learning, Hallinger and Heck (see Hallinger, 2009; Hallinger, 2011b; Hallinger 

& Heck, 2010a, 2010b) posit that the term leadership for learning has also 

come to incorporate features of distributed leadership.  

A conceptual model of instructional leadership 

Hallinger and Murphy (2013) maintain that instructional leadership is a 

practice-based rather than a theory-driven construct. Hallinger (2005) agrees 

that several models of instructional leadership have been proposed by many 
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researchers in educational leadership, but the model proposed by Hallinger 

and Murphy (1985) has been used most frequently in many empirical 

investigations (Hallinger & Chen, 2015; Hallinger & Heck, 1996; Hallinger, 

Wang, & Chen, 2013). The model proposes three dimensions of instructional 

leadership: defining the school’s mission, managing the instructional 

programme, and promoting a positive school learning climate (Hallinger & 

Murphy, 1985). Each of these three dimensions is divided into several 

functions. For the purpose of this study, the functions are termed instructional 

leadership practices. Figure 2.2 shows the model of the instructional 

management framework suggested by Hallinger and Murphy (1985). 

 
Figure 2.2: Principal Instructional Leadership and Management model 

i) Defining the school mission 

This dimension concerns the principal’s role, together with those of the 

teachers, in determining the school’s goals and mission (Hallinger, 2009, 

2011b). The goals are focused on the academic progress of students. The 

principal needs to ensure that the goals are communicated clearly throughout 

the school community (Hallinger, 2009). This dimension assumes that, while 

the goals and mission are set together with the staff, the responsibility lies with 

the principal in ensuring that the goals and mission of the school are clear, 

measurable and understood by all (Hallinger, 2003). Hallinger (2009) further 
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explains that the process of goal development is considered less important 

than the outcome.  

ii) Managing the instructional programme 

The second dimension of this model incorporates three practices that focus 

“on the role of the principal in ‘managing the technical core’ of the school” 

(Hallinger, 2011b: 277). Hallinger (2009: 9) explains that, within this 

dimension, the principal is required “to be deeply engaged in stimulating, 

supervising and monitoring teaching and learning in the school”. Hallinger 

(2005) maintains that these practices demand that the principal possesses 

expertise in teaching and learning as well as commitment to improving the 

school’s performance. The three instructional leadership practices included of 

this dimension suggest “that coordination and control of the academic program 

of the school are key leadership responsibilities of the principal” (Hallinger, 

2011b). 

iii) Creating a positive school climate  

The third dimension bears more instructional leadership practices compared 

to the previous two dimensions. Hallinger (2005) explains that, through the 

enactment of these practices, the principal creates a culture that fosters and 

rewards continuous learning and improvement and this could be achieved by 

developing high standards and expectations for students and teachers. In 

order to create a positive school climate, the responsibility lies with the 

instructional leader to “align the school’s standards and practices with its 

mission and to create a climate that supports teaching and learning” (Hallinger, 

2003: 333). Hallinger (2011b: 277) acknowledges that this dimension is 

“broader in scope and intent than the second dimension and overlaps with 

dimensions incorporated into transformational leadership frameworks”. 

Previous research on instructional leadership 

Hallinger (2011c: 272) claims that “instructional leadership had become the 

most prevalent perspective adopted by researchers engaged in the study of 
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school leadership”. The interest in instructional leadership has 

“metamorphosed from a largely North American perspective into a construct 

with international currency” (ibid: 272). Whilst school leadership research that 

adopts instructional leadership is in abundance within the Western sphere 

(apart from research carried out by Hallinger and colleagues, other notable 

research include Bendikson et al., 2012; Coldren & Spillane, 2007; Gumus & 

Akcaoglu, 2013; Kaparou & Bush, 2015; Quinn, 2002; Robinson, 2010), 

research that adopts and contains instructional leadership in Malaysia and to 

some extent, Southeast Asia is still emerging.  

Hallinger and Walker (2017: 139) suggest that “the earliest mention of 

instructional leadership [in Asia] would have been in Malaysia and Singapore 

in the mid-1990s”. However, they argue that the understanding of instructional 

leadership’s concept and its related principles and practices in the region is 

understood at a much slower pace. Hallinger and Murphy (2013: 7) further 

contend that “it is only in the past decade that instructional leadership and its 

alter ego ‘leadership for learning’ have attained broader international 

currency”. Nevertheless, instructional leadership is one of the main leadership 

models researched in Malaysia (Hallinger & Bryant, 2013b; Harris et al., 2017), 

compared to transformational and distributed leadership.  

The local research carried out on the extent to which instructional leadership 

is practised amongst Malaysian principals suggest that it is carried out to 

varying degrees. For example, Muhamad Latip and Robiah (2008) note that 

principals in selected schools in the state of Selangor were perceived by their 

teachers to enact instructional leadership practices ‘sometimes’. The 

principals claim to enact only four out of ten instructional leadership practices 

‘frequently’ while the rest were claimed to be enacted ‘sometimes’. Similarly, 

Quah (2011: 1798), who also adopted Hallinger’s instructional leadership 

framework in her study, which involved selected principals in the state of 

Johor, asserts that “not all [of the instructional] practices are given full 

attention” by the principals.  
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Azlin (2008), in her study of six principals who are deemed to be excellent6, 

found that these principals spent only 0.3% of their time supervising 

instructional activities in their schools. These principals also allocated only 1% 

of their time to teaching. Azlin reveals that these principals spent almost half 

of their time meeting teachers, support staff, visitors and students. The 

principals spent 20% of their time attending and chairing meetings, and a 

similar amount of time was spent on administrative work. The only instructional 

activity undertaken by the principals was ‘walking about’, which took up 9% of 

their total time.  

More recently, Harris et al. (2017: 217) explored the instructional leadership 

practices of 30 Malaysian school principals and found that the principals are 

“engaged in some of the core work of instructional leaders”. Harris and 

colleagues identified that the instructional leadership practice enacted the 

most by these principals was promoting professional development. Jamelaa 

and Jainabee (2011a) also agree that the instructional leadership practices of 

the principals in their study are not all encompassing, when referenced against 

Hallinger’s model of an instructional leadership framework. Muhamad Latip 

and Robiah (2009) found that the principals involved in their study were 

perceived by their teachers to enact instructional leadership practices only 

moderately. The findings of their study reveal an overall mean score of 3.629 

when measured by the Hallinger’s PIMRS survey. Sharma (2011: 5) points out 

that the results from her study indicate that principals were rated by their 

teachers as having “moderate levels of leadership capacities and leadership 

qualities” including that of instructional leadership. 

Previous research carried out within the context of local high performing 

schools suggests that instructional leadership is practised to a greater extent 

than it is by their peers in other schools. Quah (2011), for example, found that 

principals in schools which consistently produce excellent results show a 

greater disposition towards instructional leadership compared to their peers in 

                                            
6 These six principals were deemed ‘excellent’ by the researcher, based on their service track record, 

excellent appraisal review and recommendation from the State Education Department. 
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schools with satisfactory academic performance. Similarly, Sharifah, Zaidatol 

Akmaliah, and Suhaimi (2008) compare instructional leadership practices 

amongst principals in high, average and low performing schools. They note 

that, while the majority of the instructional leadership practices were observed 

to be carried out by principals in all schools, there were “some practices of 

excellent school principals [in the high performing schools] which are 

exemplary and need to be noted by other instructional leaders” (Sharifah et 

al., 2008: 237). For example, the principals of the high performing schools had 

established a “five-year excellence plan” while their peers had plans reflecting 

only that particular academic year. Finally, Murni et al. (2016) explored the 

instructional leadership practices of three principals leading high performing 

schools. They discovered that, whilst the principals understood the notion and 

expectation of instructional leadership, the principals nevertheless emphasise 

only certain aspects of this leadership model. The principals stated that, 

although administrative duties dominate their daily schedule, supervising 

teachers’ instruction was the instructional leadership practice that was carried 

out the most.  

Factors that might limit instructional leadership in Malaysia 

Whilst the MEB emphasises the role of Malaysian principals as instructional 

leaders, previous local research suggests that instructional leadership is not 

given the desired attention by the principals. One of the ongoing debates of 

managing instructional leadership is the need to balance it with existing 

administrative duties. Hallinger (2007: 3) laments that principals’ management 

duties have put a heavy demand on their time and, as a result, the “majority of 

their work activities may be unrelated to instructional leadership”. Leithwood, 

Patten, and Jantzi (2010: 698) argue that, although “teachers and students 

would benefit from the type of instructional leadership”; it is, nevertheless 

“fraught with difficulties”. They highlight that one of the difficulties that 

principals face is the wide range of administrative challenges. Hence, there is 

a gap that exists between the principal’s role as an instructional leader and 

their day-to-day administrative duties (Leonard, 2010). Ironically, the 
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workplace conditions and demands, which are largely cultivated by the 

policymakers, have moderated their attempt to cultivate an instructional 

leadership role for school principals (Hallinger, 2007).  

In the previous section, the author highlighted the need for principals to strike 

a balance between carrying out leadership roles alongside administration and 

management. As instructional leadership represents one of the more 

prominent leadership roles that directly supports teaching and learning in 

schools, the imbalance between management and administration with 

instructional leadership remains prevalent in Malaysian schools. For example, 

the EDP found that “school heads/principals often give less priority to their role 

as instructional leaders as compared to [that of] administrators” (Ministry of 

Education, 2001: 7-11). A 2012 principals’ survey, highlighted in the MEB, 

found that planning and administration still ranked as the most important skills 

which the principals believe they need (Ministry of Education, 2013). This 

survey is consistent with Lee and Hallinger’s (2012) study, which reports that 

principals in developing countries, with a strong hierarchical organisational 

structure, such as Malaysia, tend to spend more time on administrative duties 

as compared to instructional leadership.  

Previous research in Malaysia also reported a degree of imbalance between 

managing and administrating with school leadership (for example, Azlin, 2008; 

Bity Salwana, Ahmad Basri, Ramlee, & Mohammed Sani, 2010; Ghafar & 

Arbak, 2008; Quah, 2011; Tahir, Hamdan, Sidek, Yassin, & Yusof, 2008). 

Quah (2011) further argues that principals fail to perform their role as 

instructional leaders because they are more focused on administrative work 

and school management rather than on matters of instruction. She found that 

Malaysian principals tend to perform more administrative duties so that they 

have less time to spend on instructional responsibilities.  

Robinson (2006: 71) observes that there are important mismatches between 

the contexts in which principals currently work and the conditions that would 

enable them to be stronger instructional leaders. She highlights the concern 

with the scope of the principal’s current job and the intensity of focus that is 



52 
 

required to lead or oversee a successful programme of instructional 

improvement. Robinson (2006) believes that most principals are burdened 

with a heavy administrative workload and, as a result, it takes up considerably 

more hours per month compared to the hours spent on instructional 

leadership. However, Robinson’s view on the burden of principals is 

rhetorically dismissed in the MEB which expects principals to enjoy “a reduced 

administrative burden so that they can focus their energy on instructional 

leadership” (Ministry of Education, 2013: E-24).  

Muijs (2011: 53) admits that the dualism of instructional leadership and 

management must be taken into consideration. Muijs adds that instructional 

leadership is usually seen as a matter of degree rather than an absolute, and 

it is acknowledged that administrative functions remain a component of the 

principals’ work. However, if instructional leadership has become the priority 

in Malaysia, then it is important to negotiate between the existing 

administrative workload of principals and the expectation that they should 

carry out instructional leadership. 

Transformational leadership 

Valentine and Prater (2011: 7) suggest that, by the late 1990s, researchers 

believed that the conception of “the principal as instructional leader was ill 

suited for the changing contexts in which schools’ function”. This is further 

echoed by Hallinger (2007: 2) who concedes that the introduction of school 

restructuring in North America during the 1990s had propelled the concept of 

transformational leadership ahead and it actually “began to eclipse 

instructional leadership’s popularity”. Whilst instructional leadership is focused 

on the school context, transformational leadership is widely used in multiple 

organisational contexts, especially in business organisations (Bass & Bass, 

2008; Northouse, 2016).  

The transformational leadership approach was first developed by Burns (1978) 

and was expanded by Bass (1985). Leithwood and Jantzi (2005) agree that 

the vast majority of empirical research on transformational leadership has 
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been restricted to the measurement of transformational leadership behaviours 

based on Bass’s work. However, Hallinger (2003) acknowledges that 

Leithwood and his colleagues (see Leithwood et al., 1999) have carried out 

the most substantial adaptation of Bass’s transformational leadership model 

in the field of educational leadership and management. They have developed 

a set of transformational leadership practices which “largely subsume and 

extend beyond Bass”; and their primary focus was to better capture the 

practices of leaders working in school organisations (Leithwood & Jantzi, 

2005). Leithwood and Jantzi (2006) maintain that, while instructional 

leadership has an important influence on how teachers adopt changes in their 

classroom practices, transformational approaches to school leadership seem 

to hold considerable promise for this purpose.  

Transformational leadership is usually described as leadership that transforms 

individuals and organisations through an appeal to vision, values and long-

term goals (Muijs, 2011). Bush (2011: 85) agrees that the transformational 

leadership model “is comprehensive in that it provides a normative approach 

to school leadership which focuses primarily on the process by which leaders 

seek to influence school outcomes, rather than on the nature or direction of 

those outcomes”. 

Whilst the focus of instructional leadership is specifically on the teaching and 

learning in the school, transformational leadership “assumes the central focus 

of leadership ought to be the commitments and capacities of organisational 

members” (Leithwood et al., 1999: 9). Hence, Leithwood and colleagues (see 

Leithwood & Jantzi, 2009; Leithwood et al., 1999) believe that the central 

purpose of transformational leadership is the enhancement of the individual 

and collective capacities of the members in the schooling community. 

Accordingly, principals who are transformational leaders must play a key role 

in “establishing the school as an intellectual environment”, and this could be 

achieved by extending personal concern for fellow teachers, and inspiring 

them to their best efforts (Printy et al., 2009: 505).  
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Even though “transformational leadership lacked an explicit focus on 

curriculum and instruction” (Marks & Printy, 2003: 373), it nevertheless creates 

a shared sense of direction, clear goals and support and encouragement for 

teachers by the principals (Leithwood & Jantzi, 2005). Hence, while 

transformational leadership might not have a direct influence on student 

performance, it is likely that the impact of transformational leadership on 

student performance is mediated through the schools’ internal conditions 

(Barker, 2007; Leithwood et al., 1999; Stewart, 2006). The internal conditions 

include teachers’ motivation and commitment.  

Leithwood and Sun (2012: 405) found that specific leadership practices with 

the greatest influence on both teacher commitment and motivation were those 

related to the practices of transformational leadership such as developing 

people (i.e., modelling and providing intellectual stimulation and individualised 

support), and developing a shared vision (a direction-setting practice). Central 

to the concept of transformational leadership is the ability of the principals to 

maintain, sustain and improve teachers’ motivation and commitment (Geijsel, 

Sleegers, Leithwood, & Jantzi, 2003; Leithwood & Jantzi, 2009). Leithwood et 

al. (2008) claim that school leaders are able to improve teaching and learning 

indirectly and most powerfully through their influence on teachers’ motivation 

and commitment. Teacher motivation and commitment are important 

precursors for achieving the schools’ goals and mission (Leithwood & Jantzi, 

2006). 

The MEB indicates that, in order for the education system to improve, it is 

pivotal to place “strong transformational leaders” at every level, including 

schools (Ministry of Education, 2013: 8-10). Hussein (2014a) agrees that 

transformational leaders are needed to support education reform in Malaysia. 

Hence, “principals in Malaysia are now viewed as transformational leaders 

who are expected to lead change and improve performance in line with 

national expectations” (Jones et al., 2015: 356).  
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A conceptual model of transformational leadership 

The original conception of school transformational leadership, according to 

Leithwood and colleagues (Leithwood, Begley, & Cousins, 1994; Leithwood et 

al., 1999), is conceptualised in terms of three main categories. Each of the 

three categories has its corresponding dimensions (Leithwood & Jantzi, 2000). 

“Each dimension is made up of multiple, more specific, practices which 

encourage contingent responses on the part of leaders depending on the 

contexts of their work” (Leithwood & Jantzi, 2006: 205). This conceptual model 

is illustrated in Figure 2.3. 

 
Figure 2.3: Transformational leadership model (Leithwood, 2010; Leithwood, Day, 
Sammons, Harris, & Hopkins, 2006b) 

Recently, the three main categories of transformational leadership have been 

expanded to include one additional dimension of improving the instructional 

programme (Boberg & Bourgeois, 2016; Leithwood et al., 2006a; Leithwood & 
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Riehl, 2003). Leithwood and Sun (2012: 401) reason that the development and 

inclusion of this set of leadership practices represent the most substantial 

difference between the models of transformational leadership developed for 

school and non-school contexts. They also acknowledge that these practices 

overlap with models of instructional leadership but are included to create a 

“purpose-built” model of transformational leadership appropriate for school 

contexts. 

i) Setting directions 

This first category includes dimensions aimed at “developing goals for 

schooling and inspiring others with a vision of the future” (Leithwood & Day, 

2007a: 5). Leithwood and Sun (2012) claim that the most powerful leadership 

practices influencing school performance are those related to the dimension 

of setting directions. This category of practices carries the bulk of the effort to 

motivate leaders’ colleagues. It is about the establishment of shared purpose 

as a basic stimulant for one’s work (Leithwood et al., 2006a: 6). Direction-

setting leadership practices have direct and significant impacts on teachers’ 

inner states and they foster teacher efforts to work towards school goals and 

vision (Sun & Leithwood, 2015: 512). Leithwood and Jantzi (2009: 47) point 

out that having goals would allow the school community and members to “find 

meaning in their work and enable them to find a sense of identity for 

themselves within their work context”. 

Within this category, three other specific practices are relevant to the how 

leaders set directions. These include building the school’s vision; developing 

specific goals; and holding high performance expectations. Geijsel et al. 

(2003) suggest that the vision-building dimension of transformational 

leadership appears to have the greatest potential to influence this source of 

teacher motivation. Transformational school leaders develop and articulate a 

shared vision for their schools that “is appealing and inspiring to staff” 

(Leithwood & Sun, 2012: 400).  
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While visions can be inspiring, Leithwood believes that agreement on the more 

immediate goals is required in order to move toward fulfilling the vision. 

Leithwood and Jantzi (2009) explain that clear organisational goals will lead to 

increased motivation amongst the members of the organisation. 

Transformational school leaders who set directions for their schools are also 

clear in conveying their expectations for quality and high performance and 

these leaders help others to “understand the challenging nature of the goals 

being pursued” (Leithwood & Riehl, 2003: 5).  

ii) Developing people 

Leithwood and Riehl (2003) explain that most tasks in schools are carried out 

through the efforts of the teachers and other staff members. Therefore, 

effective educational leaders influence and encourage the development of 

human resources in their schools. However, Leithwood and Jantzi (2009: 47) 

argue that the ability to develop people depends on the “leaders’ knowledge 

of what is required to improve the quality of teaching and learning”. Although 

the ability to engage teachers in the core business of teaching and learning is 

often invoked as a key dimension of instructional leadership, Leithwood 

argues that the emotional aspect of school leadership is equally important in 

increasing the level of teaching performance of the teachers. In essence, the 

practice of developing people relates to the building of the personal and 

professional capacity of the teachers which are necessary to create and 

sustain the ‘communities of practice’ prescribed in the literature (Jacobson, 

2011).  

Hence, the primary aim of this component is capacity building (Leithwood, 

2010). Developing people is deemed to be part of the transformational 

leadership practices that contribute directly or indirectly to the development of 

the teachers’ dispositions, motivations and skills that are required for them to 

effectively contribute to the success and performance of the schools 

(Leithwood et al., 1999). Developing people consists of three practices: 

providing intellectual stimulation; offering individualised support; and 

modelling best values and practices.  
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Intellectual stimulation is achieved through four strategies (Leithwood et al., 

1999). These are: changing school norms that might constrain teachers’ 

thinking; challenging the status quo; encouraging new initiatives; and bringing 

colleagues into contact with new ideas. Individualised support, on the other 

hand, includes two facets (Leithwood et al., 1999). One facet involves 

considerate treatment of fellow professionals such as being approachable and 

protecting teachers from excessive intrusions on their professional work. The 

second facet involves support for professional development. Finally, modelling 

best values and practices entails leading by example (Leithwood et al., 2006b). 

Setting positive examples for others is considered one of the key practices that 

would enhance the teachers’ beliefs about their own capacities which are 

modelled against their principals.  

iii) Redesigning the organisation 

The third category of transformational leadership suggests that effective 

leaders would enable the school to function as a professional learning 

community, in addition to supporting and sustaining the performance of 

teachers and students (Leithwood & Jantzi, 2009). Leithwood et al. (2004: 25) 

add that “this category of leadership practices has emerged from recent 

evidence about the nature of learning organizations and professional learning 

communities and their contribution to staff work and student learning”. 

Redesigning the organisation involves creating an environment that promotes 

a collaborative school culture; creating a structure that promotes shared 

decision-making; and fostering school-community relationships. The first two 

elements also link to elements of distributed leadership. Harris (2010) 

maintains that schools with a collaborative culture are more likely to be able to 

improve student performance and achievement. Transformational school 

leaders who promote collaborative school culture also ensure that “staff 

participate in decisions about programs and instruction, establish working 

conditions that facilitate staff collaboration for planning and professional 

growth, and distribute leadership broadly among staff” (Leithwood & Sun, 

2012: 401).  
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iv) Managing the instructional programme 

This dimension includes practices with a focus on teaching and learning which 

are not found in the other three dimensions of transformational leadership 

(Leithwood, 2011). Whilst this dimension was included only after the 

publication of Leithwood et al.’s (1999) seminal work, it does raise some 

potential confusion about the effects of this set of practices, which appear to 

be linked to the instructional leadership model proposed by Hallinger 

(Leithwood et al., 2006b).  

Leithwood (2010) agrees with the original transformational model offered by 

Bass (1998) but finds it problematic to replicate the transformational-

transactional leadership continuum in which ‘transactional’ is often considered 

to be a management practice. Hence, as a result, Leithwood and his 

colleagues have replaced transactional leadership with managerial practices 

in their school-specific model of transformational leadership (Leithwood, 

2010). Leithwood et al. (2006b) believe that this fourth dimension of school 

transformational leadership practices is dissimilar to the instructional 

leadership offered by Hallinger as the focus is on the managerial behaviours 

of the principals. However, scholars such as Boberg and Bourgeois (2016), 

and Scheerens (2012) feel that Leithwood’s fourth transformational leadership 

dimension overlaps with at least two of Hallinger’s three aspects of 

instructional leadership.  

Whilst the adoption and inclusion of this dimension has been welcomed by 

scholars who are part of the International Successful School Principal Project 

(ISSPP) (Leithwood & Day, 2007b), the original conception of transformational 

leadership, which is based upon the first three dimensions, is still widely 

referred to by scholars (Bush, 2008b, 2011; Hallinger, 2007; Marks & Printy, 

2003). The reference to the first three dimensions of the transformational 

leadership model also appears even in some of Leithwood’s work (Geijsel et 

al., 2003; Leithwood, 2005; Leithwood & Jantzi, 2006).  
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Previous research on transformational leadership 

The educational leadership literature suggests specific transformational 

strategies that enable principals to strengthen teacher commitment towards 

achieving common goals. For example, Geijsel et al. (2003), in examining the 

effects of transformational school leadership on teachers’ commitment to 

change, found that the vision-building dimension of transformational 

leadership is the only leadership dimension that significantly influenced 

teachers’ commitment towards goals.  

Barker (2007) argues that, although transformational leadership is an 

important strand in education policy, few studies suggest that school leaders 

have more than a small, indirect impact on achievement. For example, 

Valentine and Prater (2011), in a study involving 155 principals in Missouri, 

United States of America, suggest that the several transformational leadership 

dimensions were identified as contributing to positive student achievement. 

This was attained through the second-order changes that facilitate the growth 

of teachers through establishing a vision and emphasising a collaborative 

approach to decision-making and governance processes. The principals’ 

transformational leadership practices set an example for staff members to 

follow, consistent with the values that the leader espouses, inspiring others 

with his or her vision of the future, and fostering group goals that transcend 

personal ambitions.  

A meta-analysis carried out by Robinson et al. (2008) suggest that the average 

effect of instructional leadership on student outcomes was three to four times 

that of transformational leadership. Nonetheless, Leithwood and Jantzi (2006) 

who carried out a study that was set in the context of England’s National 

Numeracy and Literacy reform found that transformational leadership had a 

moderate and significant effect on teachers’ classroom practices. 

Consequently, this suggests that transformational leadership should also be 

highlighted as one of the possible avenues for principals to improve teachers’ 

performance.  
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However, the author has not identified any Malaysian research that links 

transformational leadership with student outcomes. Previous research carried 

out in Malaysia in relation to transformational leadership ranges from focusing 

on the extent to which principals exhibit such leadership practices as well as 

examining teachers’ efficacy and organisational commitment in relation to 

transformational leadership. For example, Ling et al. (2015) found that the 

principals in selected secondary schools in Malaysia were perceived to exhibit 

a positive level of transformational school leadership. They also carried out 

multiple regression analyses to test the hypothesised relationships between 

the principals’ transformational leadership practices and teacher efficacy. The 

test indicates that transformational school leadership practices – which include 

the domains of developing school goals, modelling good behaviour, and 

providing individual support – contribute significantly to teachers’ efficacy. 

Abdul Ghani and Anandan (2009), similarly, examine the effect of principals’ 

transformational leadership practice towards teachers’ instructional 

commitment in their study of selected secondary schools in one of the northern 

states of Malaysia. The multiple regression analysis indicates that principals’ 

transformational leadership contributed significantly to the teachers’ 

instructional commitment. Aziah, Abdul Ghani, and Abdullah (2009) conducted 

research to establish the differences in transformational leadership practices 

between two secondary school principals in Malaysia. The research also set 

out to examine the correlation between the principals’ transformational 

leadership and teachers’ leadership capacity. The results indicate that the 

principal in School A showed moderate enactment of transformational 

leadership compared to the principal in School B, who displayed a high level 

of transformational leadership practice. However, their study did not show any 

signification correlation between the principals’ transformational leadership 

practices and the leadership capacity of the teachers in both schools.  

Mohd Izham, Fuziah, Norazah, and Saemah (2011) carried out a quantitative 

study to gauge the perceptions of teachers from six high performing schools 

in Malaysia on the extent to which their principals exhibit transformational 
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leadership qualities. The focus of transformational leadership qualities in their 

study was confined to fostering idealised influence; providing inspirational 

motivation; creating intellectual stimulation; and showing individualised 

consideration. The dimension of providing inspirational motivation was rated 

the highest by the teachers. Nonetheless, they found that the teachers 

perceived their principals to be enacting transformational leadership practices 

highly overall. They further found that there is a significant but moderate 

positive relationship between transformational leadership enacted by 

principals and the teachers' learning organisational practices.  

More recently, Jamilah et al. (2017), in a study carried out in three high 

performing schools in Malaysia, claimed that the principals show evidence of 

transformational leadership practices that include setting the direction, 

developing people, redesigning the organisation, and high performing 

management. In addition, they found that the principals encourage an ‘open 

door policy’ that strengthens their relationship with the teachers. Jamilah and 

colleagues conclude the positive values and practices made them accessible 

and a great model to their subordinates. 

Critics of transformational leadership 

Gronn (2002: 426) outlines that one of the main concerns with transformational 

leadership is the value and emphasis “attached to the concentration of 

influence in individual leaders”. Gurr (2002) adds that the influence process is 

ambiguous. Gurr (2002: 85) further explains that: 

“…there is too much emphasis on the leader-follower dyadic 

processes and not enough on the leader influence on group 

and organisational processes, both transformational and 

transactional behaviours are ambiguous and lack theoretical 

clarity, important behaviours are not included in the theory, 

situational and negative effects are not given sufficient 

consideration, and there is an undue emphasis on heroic 

leadership”. 
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Hallinger (2003), and Leithwood and Jantzi (2006), further suggest that 

practices associated with transformational leadership may be widely 

distributed throughout the organisation. This suggestion has led Browning 

(2014: 391) to suggest that Leithwood’s transformational model does not 

assume that the principal alone provides the leadership to create the 

conditions or dimensions described, but instead, the principal shares 

leadership with teachers. Hence, Browning believes that it is rather difficult to 

capture the actual impact of the principals when the underlying ethos of 

transformational leadership is that the leadership of teams can be collectively 

transformational as well as distributive.  

Transformational leadership is also criticised for being a form of control over 

teachers and for transformational practices more likely being accepted by the 

school leaders than by the teachers (Bush, 2011). For example, Bush and 

Glover (2014) offer a cautionary note on the process of influencing others in 

order to achieve the vision, particularly in relation to the transformational 

leadership model. They suggest that leaders may use the influencing process 

as a vehicle for the manipulation or control of their followers who are required 

to support the ‘vision’ and aims of the leader. This is supported by Yukl (1999: 

298) who adds that, “when people give substantial power to a leader with an 

appealing vision of a better future, the power is often misused while the vision 

remains an empty dream”. Therefore, visions must have an explicit ethical and 

moral component that are in line with professional and personal values (Gill, 

2011).  

In addition, scholars also argue that vision and how it is developed must be 

carried out collectively (Hallinger & Heck, 2002; Marzano, Waters, & McNulty, 

2005; Stronge, Richard, & Catano, 2008) . Their position is aligned with that 

of Yukl (1999) who maintains that vision is usually the product of a collective 

effort, not the creation of a single, exceptional leader. Bush and Middlewood 

(2005: 10) further argue that “people are more likely to understand, and to 

seek to implement, the vision if they have been involved in its development. If 

the school is to be democratic, it is inadequate for the head or principal to 
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enunciate the vision without the participation of others with a legitimate interest 

in the outcome”. 

Distributed leadership 

Hoy and Miskel (2008: 438) argue that approaches such as instructional 

leadership and transformational leadership “emphasise, or in some cases 

romanticise, leadership by individuals such as principals as being the key to 

school effectiveness”. Hence, the turn of the new millennium has seen a 

greater focus being given to distributed leadership (Bolden, 2011; Bush, 2011; 

Harris, 2012). Bolden, Petrov, and Gosling (2009) agree that the concept of 

distributed leadership is a useful and attractive alternative to the traditional 

‘leader-centric’ models of leadership, suggesting instead that leadership is a 

property of the collective rather than the individual. Bush (2015b) also claims 

that the focus of attention in the studies of school leadership has switched to 

distributed leadership because of the limitations of other leadership models, 

particularly instructional leadership. 

Harris (2013: 543) claims that distributed leadership has provided an 

alternative and powerful empirical lens on educational leadership research. 

The popularity of distributed leadership is reflected in the growing number of 

research articles published between 2002 and 2013. Tian, Risku, and Collin 

(2016) who carried out a meta-analysis of distributed leadership found that 

over 720,000 articles had been published within that period. Hence, 

suggesting that distributed leadership is not just researched but also widely 

encouraged as a preferred way of leading (Lumby, 2016). It further 

emphasises the widespread acceptance of the positive nature of distributed 

leadership (Middlewood & Abbott, 2017: 9).  

Woods, Bennett, Harvey, and Wise (2004: 425) believe that distributed 

leadership “attracts a range of meanings and is associated with a variety of 

practices”. Hence, most scholars agree that the approaches to conceptually 

understand distributed leadership remain diverse and broad-based (Bennett, 

Wise, Woods, & Harvey, 2003; Diamond & Spillane, 2016; Leithwood et al., 
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2007; Woods et al., 2004). Bennett et al. (2003: 6) explain that “there are few 

clear definitions of distributed or devolved leadership and that those that exist 

appear to differ from each other, sometimes widely and sometimes more in 

nomenclature than in essence”. Tian et al. (2016: 148), who selected and 

analysed 85 articles on distributed leadership, reveal that the challenge for 

most of the scholars and researchers “was the absence of an explicit and 

commonly accepted definition of the concept”.  

Leithwood, Mascall, and Strauss (2009) believe that the definitions of 

distributed leadership differ from the normative to the descriptive and, not 

surprisingly, there are competing and sometimes conflicting interpretations of 

what distributed leadership means. For example, Lumby (2016) opines that 

distributed leadership is linked to general characteristics such as 

empowerment, collaboration and the inclusion of multiple leaders. Woods and 

Bennett (see Bennett et al., 2003; Woods et al., 2004) on the other hand 

equate distributed leadership with delegated leadership; democratic 

leadership and dispersed leadership. Leithwood et al. (2007), and Spillane 

(2005), also agree that democratic leadership overlaps with distributed 

leadership but they also include shared, team, collaborative, and participative 

leadership as having certain similarities with distributed leadership.  

Take shared leadership for instance. Hallinger and Heck (2010b) and Dean 

(2007) both agree that the perspective of shared leadership is commonly 

reflected in the ideas of distributed school leadership. Crawford (2012: 612) 

also affirms that the idea of distributed leadership can be seen as part of a 

wider discussion of shared leadership. Hallinger and Heck (2010b) opine that 

the similarities of shared leadership with distributed leadership lie in the fact 

that it has the potential to account for the broader range of leadership 

processes that exist in schools beyond the formal leadership exercised by 

principals alone.  

Harris (2005: 11), however, cautions against believing that distributed 

leadership is a “shorthand way of talking about shared leadership”. This leads 

to the argument that distributed leadership is often misinterpreted “as a 
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convenient ‘catch all’ descriptor for any form of shared, collaborative or 

extended leadership practice” (Harris, 2009: 5). Hence, conceptual 

understanding of distributed leadership frequently ended “prematurely with an 

acknowledgement that multiple individuals take responsibility for leadership in 

schools” Spillane (2005: 144).  

Spillane (2005: 144) explains that distributed leadership is “first and foremost 

about leadership practice rather than leaders or their roles, functions, routines, 

and structures”. Hence, distributed leadership is grounded in activity or 

practices instead of position or role (Spillane, Halverson, & Diamond, 2001). It 

further “implies broad-based involvement” of others in leadership practices, 

rather than a person in the position of power (Harris, 2008: 10). Distributed 

leadership practice therefore “recognises that leading and managing schools 

can involve multiple individuals” (Spillane, Camburn, Pustejovsky, Stitziel 

Pareja, & Lewis, 2008: 191). 

Harris (2009) adds that one key feature which is necessary for distributed 

leadership to function successfully is the importance of distributed leadership 

to those who are capable and knowledgeable to carry out leadership tasks 

expected of them regardless of their position. Hence, distributed leadership 

pushes the locus of leadership beyond principals and senior managers, 

extending leadership roles to middle management and to teachers, both as 

individuals and as groups (MacBeath, 2005, 2010). This enables distributed 

leadership to “concentrate on engaging expertise wherever it exists within the 

organization rather than seeking this only through formal position or role” 

(Harris, 2004: 13). This is further supported by Bolden et al. (2009: 267) who 

also believe that distributed leadership should draw on individual strengths 

and experts rather than depending solely on formal leaders. 

Whilst distributed leadership opens up avenues for other leaders to emerge, 

the principal still “retains a powerful role despite the rhetoric of distribution” 

(Abbott & Bush, 2013: 595). Therefore, one of the key requirements for this to 

happen is that leadership needs to be uncoupled from positional authority 

(Bush, 2011). Harris (2012) identifies the changing roles of principals as a 
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precursor for any attempt to enact successful distributed leadership in schools. 

Harris (2012: 8) explains that principals need to relinquish “some authority and 

power” and reposition their roles “from exclusive leadership to a form of 

leadership that is more concerned with brokering, facilitating and supporting 

others in leading innovation and change”.  

Abbott and Bush (2013) further add that the principal’s judgement about the 

extent and nature of distributed leadership is usually the decisive factor. This 

is supported by Torrance (2013) who found that perceived leadership roles of 

teachers are only “legitimised” by the head-teacher’s endorsement. This 

assertion is likely to be valid in a strictly hierarchical organisation, such as that 

in Malaysian schools, where power resides with the principals, and any 

leadership roles that are endorsed by the principals are normally within the 

senior leadership team circle. In dealing with this possible barrier, it is useful 

to adopt Harris’s (2008: 10) suggestion of “rearranging and removing those 

structural barriers that prevent teachers” from being involved with distributed 

leadership most effectively. Nonetheless, such action requires “risk taking by 

those in formal leadership positions” (ibid:10), and certainly, that would be a 

big ask in a highly structured and hierarchical system of Malaysian schools. 

Another key concept of distributed leadership is offered by Spillane (2005). He 

believes that distributed leadership is a product of the interactions of school 

leaders, followers, and their situation. This concept is supported by Timperley 

(2005: 396), who acknowledges that most appear to agree, conceptually, that 

“distributed leadership is not the same as dividing task responsibilities among 

individuals who perform defined and separate organizational roles, but rather 

it comprises dynamic interactions between multiple leaders and followers”. 

Spillane (2006) adds that interactions between leaders and followers enable 

leadership practices to be generated by all members. Dynamic interactions 

between leaders and followers would enable principals to further understand 

and engage in the expertise across many members of the school rather than 

a selected few (Bennett et al., 2003; Middlewood & Abbott, 2017). For 

example, Harris (2008) suggests that interactions between leaders and 
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teachers could influence the instructional practices of the school. Interactions 

that extend beyond the normal senior leadership circle to other teachers 

enable the principal to make school-based decisions that are governed by the 

interaction of many individuals, rather than one individual direction.  

Delegation of tasks as misguided distributed leadership vs emergent 
leadership 

When viewed in terms of the definition of distributed leadership, the 

applications of leadership distribution may easily become confounded with the 

mere distribution of management responsibilities (Leithwood et al., 2004: 7). 

Corrigan (2013: 66) rejects the notion of distributed leadership and views it as 

traditionally hierarchical management designed for contemporary 

organisations. One of the areas causing concern is the idea of allocating or 

delegating tasks to others. Although English (2008: 115) views distributed 

leadership as a “concept that some of the functions of leadership can be 

delegated or embedded in other persons or roles in an organisation”; Harris 

(2008) cautions against linking distributed leadership with mere delegation or 

allocation of tasks.  

Rather than looking at the distribution of tasks or roles as a downward 

delegation to specific individuals, distributed leadership celebrates individual 

differences and sees these as fostering collective strengths when tasks are 

allocated (MacBeath, 2010). Hence, the distribution process of task allocation 

is concerned with achieving the right dynamics among people, and developing 

social trust, an essential precondition for development and learning for change 

(Mulford & Silins, 2003). 

Abbott and Bush (2013) posit that there is only limited literature on the process 

of allocating or delegating tasks to team members. They further believe that 

“there is widespread support for the notion of clarifying roles and 

responsibilities but much less guidance on how tasks should be distributed” 

(ibid:591). Northouse (2016) agrees that, in most structures of any 

organisation, leaders at many levels are assigned with tasks that come with 
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the position. However, when others perceive an individual as the most 

influential member of the organisation, albeit not assigned with any title or 

position, the person is exhibiting emergent leadership. Emergent leadership is 

one of the key values in distributed leadership (Bennett et al., 2003; Bolden et 

al., 2009).  

Linked to Gronn’s (2002) concept of concertive action, emergent forms of 

leadership could strengthen how principals distribute leadership through the 

three concertive actions of spontaneous collaboration, intuitive working 

relations, and institutionalised practices. Woods et al. (2004), in emphasising 

distributed leadership as an emergent property of a group or network of 

interacting individuals, agree that concertive action is helpful in explicating and 

elaborating the emergent property within the organisation.  

Distributed leadership processes 

While instructional and transformational leadership are often conceptualised 

through the theoretical framework or models offered by Hallinger and 

Leithwood respectively, distributed leadership is translated into processes or 

ways for it to work. Harris and DeFlaminis (2016) also caution against 

assuming that distributed leadership is premised upon a specific model or 

framework. They believe that too much conceptual overlap can lead to 

confusion. Rather, they suggest that it is more useful to consider the 

conditions, strategies and approaches that would support positive distributed 

leadership in practice and that would allow for distributed leadership to work 

most effectively.  

Harris and DeFlaminis (2016) agree that the process by which distributed 

leadership is enacted has been interpreted in several different ways. For 

example, Spillane (2006) suggests that distributed leadership consists of two 

components; the leadership-plus aspect and the practice aspect. The leader-

plus aspect recognises that leadership work involves multiple leaders, both 

formally designated and informal leaders, who do not necessarily always pull 

in the same direction (Spillane, 2005). The leader-plus aspect “potentially 



70 
 

involves more than the work of individuals in formal leadership positions – 

principal, assistant principal, and specialists; it can also involve individuals who 

are not formally designated leaders” (Spillane et al., 2008: 191). The practice 

aspect of distributed leadership, on the other hand, foregrounds the practice 

of leadership in a particular way. It sees leadership practice as a product of 

the interactions of school leaders, followers, and their situations (Spillane, 

2006). 

Gronn and MacBeath also suggest ways in which distributed leadership could 

be enacted. Gronn (2002) explains that distributed leadership could occur in 

several ways. He believes that distribution could be in the form of numerical 

action or concertive action. The former “allows for the possibility that all 

organisation members may be leaders at some stage” as the collective or 

aggregate leadership of an organisation “is dispersed among some, many, or 

maybe all, of the members” (Gronn, 2002: 429). The numerical form of 

distributed leadership “represents the aggregated effect of a number of 

individuals contributing their initiative and expertise in different ways to a group 

or organization” (Woods et al., 2004: 441). The latter, on the other hand, 

represents the process by which distributed leadership could be understood in 

a holistic sense rather than simply as the aggregation of individual 

contributions (Bolden, 2011). Concertive action assumes “that the sum of 

leaders’ work adds up to more than the parts” (Leithwood et al., 2006b). 

Bolden et al. (2009: 267) posit that advocates of the concertive action 

approach would argue that distributed leadership should lead to greater 

cohesion and a sense of common purpose.  

Gronn (2002) explains that there are three forms of concertive action linked to 

distributed leadership: (i) spontaneous collaboration; (ii) intuitive working 

relations; and (iii) institutionalised practices. Gronn’s understanding of how 

distributed leadership works is summarised in Figure 2.4.  
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Figure 2.4: Distributed leadership concepts (Gronn, 2002) 

Printy et al. (2009) agree that concertive action in distributing leadership 

demonstrates a more holistic approach, as the efforts of principals and 

teachers are synergised towards school improvement.  

Apart from Gronn’s concept in distributing leadership, MacBeath (2005) and 

colleagues (MacBeath, Oduro, & Waterhouse, 2004), identify six ways that 

represent the process of distributed leadership. This is represented by the 

taxonomy of distribution as presented in Figure 2.5. 
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Figure 2.5: Taxonomy of distributed leadership (adopted from MacBeath et al., 2004: 
35)  

Formal distribution refers to the process by which tasks and activities are 

distributed to people with formal positions in the school. Although this process 

is a normal occurrence in any hierarchical organisation, the sense of 

‘ownership’ and ‘empowerment’ are two important elements that differentiate 

formal distribution from mere task allocation based on designated positions 

(MacBeath et al., 2004).  

Pragmatic distribution, according to MacBeath (2005: 358), is characterised 

by its ad hoc quality. MacBeath believes that, “in an environment of increasing 
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demands, decisions about the ‘the right people’ is a pragmatic one, informed 

by a knowledge of staff capable of sharing the burden and judging how far 

individual capacity can be further squeezed”.  

Strategic distribution promotes a distributed leadership process that has a 

long-term target in view. MacBeath (2005: 349) maintains that, “if formal 

leadership adheres to structure and protocol and pragmatic leadership is ad 

hoc, the distinguishing feature of strategic distribution is its goal orientation. It 

is not about pragmatic problem solving but is focused on a longer-term goal of 

school improvement”. 

Central to incremental distribution is the notion that the capacity of the person 

with the task, role or responsibilities distributed by their leader is nurtured to 

grow. “Its distinctive purpose is sponsored growth. Its orientation is essentially 

a professional development one in which, as people prove their ability to 

exercise leadership, they are given more” (MacBeath, 2005: 350). 

MacBeath (2005) views the opportunistic distribution process as akin to 

dispersed leadership. He further explains that leadership capacity “is taken 

rather than given. It is assumed rather than conferred. It is opportunistic rather 

than planned. It suggests a situation in which there is such strength of initiative 

within the school that capable, caring teachers willingly extend their roles to 

school-wide leadership (MacBeath, 2005: 361). 

The final mode of distribution based upon MacBeath’s taxonomy explains that 

distributed leadership is already embedded in the school ethos. MacBeath et 

al. (2004: 43) believe that, once schools have built distributed leadership into 

their culture, “the conscious process is no longer applicable because people 

exercise initiative spontaneously and collaboratively with no necessary 

identification of leaders or followers”. 

Key considerations for making distributed leadership work in Malaysia 

The adoption of distributed leadership by the MEB is seen as a positive step 

towards acknowledging the impact that it could bring to the schooling 
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organisations in Malaysia. The MEB acknowledges that, in order for principals 

to lead effectively, their leadership roles must be supported and distributed to 

other senior leadership team members.  

Research also shows that top performing school systems are 

moving away from the idea of one “heroic” leader to one of 

“distributed leadership” where assistant principals and other 

members of middle management, such as subject heads, 

have a greater share in decision making in schools (Ministry 

of Education, 2013: 5-13).  

In making the connection to the literature, the author identifies two areas which 

distributed leadership must consider. First, the distributed leadership approach 

espoused in the MEB suggests that distribution is limited to the senior 

leadership team members only. However, the essence of distributed 

leadership goes beyond the normal circle of school administrators to include 

other teachers. It is the notion that distributed leadership allows for leadership 

capacity to be extended beyond positional power. Harris (2012) highlights the 

importance of distributing leadership to teachers and how it could impact 

positively on student learning and teacher efficacy. She also agrees that 

distributing leadership to teachers can support positive instructional change. 

Hence, the Ministry of Education division, responsible for drawing up 

guidelines and suggestions as to how Malaysian principals can carry out 

distributed leadership effectively, must take into consideration that leadership 

distribution goes beyond the administrative team and is “stretched over [many] 

people” (Diamond & Spillane, 2016: 148) in the organisation. 

Secondly, similar to the arguments of instructional leadership being the focus 

of policymakers, the adoption of distributed leadership as a policy initiative in 

a highly centralised system must be taken with caution. Middlewood and 

Abbott (2017) question the positive impact that distributed leadership brings to 

school if the practice is forced upon the principals. Whilst the principals have 

the prerogative to ‘distribute’ and delegate the task in order to support any 

policies introduced by the government, often it is carried out at the expense of 
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the teachers. “The pressure that teachers have been placed under… in order 

to deliver centrally directed policies, have created an increased workload and 

often placed teachers in difficult positions” (Middlewood & Abbott, 2017: 9).  

Hallinger and Walker (2017) also discuss the challenge of implementing 

distributed leadership within a strong hierarchical educational system such as 

that in Malaysia. They believe that principals in Malaysia, as with other 

countries such as China and Vietnam, “continue to struggle to find the right 

balance between unitary decision-making and teacher involvement in 

decisions that affect teaching and learning” (Hallinger & Walker, 2017: 136). 

Consideration must be given to the strict hierarchical nature of Malaysian 

schools. While it is considered as an emerging leadership approach, as 

acknowledged in the MEB, distributed leadership must consider the extent to 

which control and autonomy are ceded by principals to others exercising 

leadership.  

Previous research on distributed leadership 

Lumby (2016: 161) argues that, because there is “no adequate definition of 

distributed leadership to identify it as a distinctive way of leading”, distributed 

leadership has “no credible way of promoting it as action or of assessing its 

impact” on students’ learning. Her argument is supported by Hairon and Goh 

(2015: 694) who “[remain] agnostic about its impact on student achievement 

because of insufficient empirical data”. Hence, Harris (Harris, 2004; Harris & 

DeFlaminis, 2016) believe that more attempts should be made to measure 

how distributed leadership impacts on organisational outcomes. 

Torrance (2013) carried out small-scale empirical research involving three 

head-teachers in Scotland. The study suggests that the head-teachers and 

their staff perceived a number of benefits arising from operating a distributed 

perspective in practice. They believed that a distributed perspective impacted 

positively on pupils’ school experience, through achieving both a faster pace 

of change as well as more embedded and sustainable change. Teachers felt 
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this to be the case, particularly, in relation to curricular matters and to teaching, 

learning and assessment.  

Supovitz and Tognatta (2013) carried out research to understand the impact 

of distributed leadership on collaborative team decision-making in 16 schools 

involved with the Distributed Leadership Project. Their study suggests that 

trust between principals and school members was positively associated with 

collaborative team decision-making. Trust is considered as the most powerful 

and positive predictor of collaborative decision-making teams. 

The study of distributed leadership is also extended to senior leadership team 

members. For example, Abbott and Bush (2013), in their study of high 

performing senior leadership teams in several outstanding schools, found that 

distributed leadership is represented by senior leadership team members 

broadening the capabilities of other team members, as one aspect of career 

development, as well as taking them out of their comfort zones. Their findings 

support Pearce’s (2004) assertion that high performing teams display more 

dispersed leadership patterns, such as shared leadership. However, they did 

not find that distribution of tasks to senior leadership team members was 

based on their skills and expertise.  

Mulford (2007) conducted research on five high performing schools in 

Tasmania, Australia, and found evidence that the success of those schools is 

related to the extent to which leadership opportunities are distributed 

throughout the school community, utilising the skills and experience of the 

school’s staff. Mulford (2007) asserts that the study of leadership in those 

schools provided evidence of the importance of distributed leadership. 

Similarly, Kondakci and Sivri (2013) carried out a study in nine high performing 

schools in Turkey and discovered that strong shared leadership is one of the 

pertinent characteristics in creating a climate of effectiveness in the schools 

selected for the study. Whilst their study focused on shared leadership, it could 

be seen to represent a broader construct of distributed leadership. The 

principals in the studied schools demonstrate their administrative authority by 
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providing teachers and other stakeholders with opportunities for decision-

making (Kondakci & Sivri, 2013).  

Research on distributed leadership in Malaysia is sparse. Some of the limited 

research appears to contend that the distributed practices subsume 

dimensions of transformational leadership, particularly the dimension of 

redesigning the organisation. In addition, most locally published articles on 

Malaysian school leadership focus on instructional leadership. However, there 

are a few studies that reflect the distributed leadership practices of school 

principals.  

Jamallulail, Aida Hanim, Surayati, and Md Fuad (2013) surveyed the 

relationship between principals’ distributed leadership practices and teachers’ 

motivation, with responses from 243 teachers. A mean analysis of the 

questionnaires used to measure the principals’ distributed leadership practices 

suggests that the principals were perceived to enact a high degree of 

distribution. A linear Pearson correlation test was used to determine the 

relationship between the distributed leadership practices of the principals and 

the motivation of the teachers. Although the study established that there is a 

significant relationship between distributed leadership practices and the 

motivation level of the teachers, the relationship is statistically weak.  

Zuraidah, Yahya, and Siti Noor (2014) seek to understand the relationship 

between the emotional competencies of school leaders and distributed 

leadership. Their emotional competency was measured using the Emotional 

Competency Inventory (Boyatzis, 1982), while distributed leadership practices 

were measured using the Leadership Practices Inventory (Kouzes & Posner, 

2012). Their study suggests that there was a significant correlation, albeit at a 

moderate level, between the emotional competencies of the school leaders 

the extent to which they enact distributed leadership practices.  



78 
 

The Theoretical Framework that Guides this Study 

The penultimate section of this chapter outlines the theoretical framework that 

guides this study. The author acknowledges the challenge of seeking to 

understand leadership practices which are construed from broad concepts 

such as instructional, distributed or transformational leadership. This is 

supported by Spillane, Halverson, and Diamond (2004: 4) who assert that, in 

order to study leadership activity, “it is insufficient to generate thick 

descriptions based on observations of what school leaders do…[but instead]… 

we need to observe from within a conceptual framework if we are to 

understand the internal dynamics of leadership practice”. 

Hence the author believes that, a theoretical framework which allows for the 

overlapping leadership models to be linked with each other is beneficial in 

negotiating and identifying key leadership practices without the rigidity of 

classifying each practice wholly in respect of one of the three models. As a 

result, the theoretical framework that guides this study, suggests that the 

leadership practices of principals who are deemed high performing involve 

elements from instructional, transformational and distributed leadership 

models. The theoretical framework also reinforces Wang et al’s. (2013) 

assertion, that linking several models, is an important approach because it 

draw on research findings collectively.  More importantly, a theoretical 

framework that links several models together is able to make sense and 

explain complex ideas and relationships between the multitudes of leadership 

practices enacted by the principals. 

The theoretical framework of this study, as explained in Figure 2.6, suggests 

that the principal leadership practices are examined from the perspectives of 

three leadership models. 
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Figure 2.6: Theoretical framework for conceptualising the leadership practices of 
principals who are deemed high performing 

The three circles represent each of the three leadership models and as the 

framework suggests, each of the model overlaps with each other. The 

theoretical framework is also supported by an outer blue ring that represents 

the context within which leadership is exercised. The context is an important 

element in understanding and studying educational leadership. It also 

supports Hallinger’s (2007) assertion that an integrative model of educational 

leadership would link leadership to the needs of the school context. Without 

such specificity of leadership practices that transcends across the three 

leadership models, practitioners have little guidance for how they might be 

informed on the exact leadership practices enacted by principals who are 
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deemed high performing and more importantly, contextualised in a local 

setting. 

Gaps in the Literature 

The aim of this study is to explore the leadership practices of principals who 

are deemed high performing in Malaysia. This study is set against the 

backdrop of the MEB which aims to place high performing principals in all 

schools. One of the challenges in reviewing the literature pertinent to this study 

is the lack of extensive research on educational leadership and management 

from Malaysian sources. The few empirical studies carried out since the 

publication of the MEB have yet to provide any meaningful comparison 

between the quality of school leadership pre and post-implementation. Current 

information about the implementation of the first wave (2013 – 2015) of the 

MEB is little more than an annual report published by the Ministry of Education. 

Hence, a gap exists in empirical research about whether, and to what extent, 

Malaysian school principals adopt instructional, transformational and 

distributed leadership differently since the introduction of the MEB. 

Another gap in the literature is that school leadership models in Malaysia are 

still reliant upon theory and empirical findings from western socio-cultural 

contexts (Hallinger, 2011a). Western world-views tend to dominate the local 

literature on leadership (see for example, Ghafar & Arbak, 2008; Ibrahim & 

Wahab, 2012; Tahir & Abd Rahman, 2011; Zaidatol Akmaliah, 2012). The local 

literature on educational leadership and management is described by Bajunid 

(2008a: 226) as “descriptive and analytic but not critical since the tradition of 

criticism, publicly or openly expressed, is not yet acceptable to politicians, 

bureaucrats or even some academics”. MacBeath and Townsend (2011: 2) 

argue that leadership is a concept “that has travelled across continents, its 

meaning in differing cultures deceptively similar but essentially different”. 

However, the review reveals that “indigenous literature” (Bajunid, 1996) on 

how Malaysian scholars and thinkers construct the idea of leadership, in 
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particular, school leadership, is barely visible and mostly absent from the 

international literature (Harris et al., 2017).  

The review of local research also suggests that leadership practice is mostly 

studied through a single theoretical lens, therefore offering a uni-dimensional 

perspective (see for example, Ghavifekr, Lim, Hee, and Tan, 2014; Jamelaa 

and Jainabee, 2011a; Rahimah, Ali Jubran, and Simin, 2017; and Sharifah et 

al., 2008). The author believes that there is a significant gap in exploring 

leadership practices which are guided by the three leadership models 

highlighted in the MEB. These clear gaps in the literature show that the present 

study could serve as an important addition to the limited research in the 

Malaysian context. 

Overview 

This chapter highlights that the MEB has placed a stronger emphasis on 

school leadership, with a focus on instructional leadership and a lesser, but 

still significant, emphasis on distributed and transformational leadership. The 

MEB has an ambitious aspiration for high performing leadership in all schools, 

but this is not defined in the MEB. The author identifies principals who are 

deemed high performing as those who have received the Excellent Principals 

and New Deals awards. The MEB foreshadows a new selection process that 

would ensure a pool of talented, well trained (via the compulsory NPQEL) 

candidates to fill future principalship positions. However, the gap in 

understanding what is meant by high performing leadership provides a clear 

warrant for the author’s research.  

The chapter also critically analyses the existing literature on the three 

leadership models that underpin this study. There is also a review of the 

literature on high performing leadership. This review provides examples of how 

the leadership of high performing principals (including ‘successful’ and 

‘effective’ principals) is enacted. The next chapter explains the methodology 

and methods used in this study.   
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Chapter 3 – Methodology 

Introduction 

The central aim of this study is to explore the leadership practices of principals 

who are deemed high performing. To achieve this aim, the author employed a 

combination of quantitative and qualitative approaches to obtain a 

comprehensive and in-depth understanding of the leadership practices of 

principals who are deemed to be high performing. This methodology chapter 

is divided into several sections. This chapter begins by explaining this study’s 

paradigm as well as the rationale for using a mixed methods approach. The 

second section details the research design. Subsequently, the research 

instruments and sampling are explained. Next, the data collection process, 

including access, is discussed. This is followed by a section detailing how the 

analysis was carried out. The final section examines the reliability and validity 

of the research. The research questions that guide this study were presented 

in Chapter 1 (see p. 23) and are reprised later in this chapter (see p. 90). 

Justification for Using Mixed Methods Research  

Studies that combine qualitative and quantitative research methods in a single 

study are referred to as mixed methods research (Johnson & Christensen, 

2008; Morse & Niehaus, 2009; Onwuegbuzie & Collins, 2007). Both 

quantitative and qualitative research techniques are important in gaining a 

complete understanding of a phenomenon (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004; 

Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2005). Tashakkori and Newman (2010) posit that 

researchers who employ both methods often find answers to their research 

questions by integrating the inferences from their qualitative and quantitative 

findings.  

Mixed methods research has experienced a rise in popularity across several 

discipline areas and has been particularly popular in the areas of applied social 

research (Bergman, 2008; Bryman, 2006b; Cameron, 2009; Hesse-Biber, 

2010). In addition, Sammons, Davis, Day, and Gu (2014: 585) maintain that 
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mixed methods approaches are increasingly being used in educational 

leadership research as it “enables a broader picture to emerge of successful 

leadership” in schools. Although Bryman (2004) believes that mixed methods 

research is still limited, previous mixed methods studies have contributed 

empirically to enhanced understanding of leadership from multiple 

perspectives (for example: Day et al., 2016; Liu & Hallinger, 2017; Sammons 

et al., 2014; Spillane & Hunt, 2010).  

There are several justifications for choosing mixed methods research as this 

study’s research approach. Firstly, there is a significant gap in local Malaysian 

research carried out via mixed methods, notably in studies related to high 

performing leadership. The local research that has employed mixed methods 

is relatively small (for example: Aziah & Abdul Ghani, 2014; Ghavifekr et al., 

2014; Harris et al., 2014; Jamelaa & Jainabee, 2011b; Tahir et al., 2017), 

compared to researchers who utilised either a quantitative or a qualitative 

approach. Therefore, the strategy of adopting mixed methods research not 

only adds to the local body of knowledge in leadership research but also 

responds, on a wider level, to a call for more systematic educational leadership 

research that utilises mixed methods (see Day et al., 2016; Sammons et al., 

2014). 

Another justification for using mixed methods is the advantage of one method 

complementing the strengths of the other and vice versa. The combination of 

both quantitative and qualitative methods in this study is a useful strategy that 

adds rigour, breadth and deeper insights that emerge from studying leadership 

phenomena in schools (Day et al., 2016; Denzin, 2012). The author believes 

that multiple perspectives of leadership practices, enacted by principals who 

are deemed high performing, are best obtained through multiple methods. This 

allows for a more complete, balanced and authentic view of leadership 

practices acquired from the lenses of policymakers, principals and teachers, 

using multiple modes of inquiry.  

For example, the quantitative strand of this study enabled the author to 

examine how leadership practices were enacted by the principals, measured 
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against several contextual variables. The exploration of the leadership 

practices enacted by principals who are deemed high performing were further 

guided by the qualitative strand of this study. The qualitative portion employed 

in this study enabled the author to explore the understanding of high 

performance in relation to the two awards conferred on the principals in this 

study. In addition, the qualitative strand also enabled the author to understand 

how the leadership practices and activities of the principals in this study were 

captured authentically through the lenses of the principals themselves, as well 

as through the teachers. Hence, the use of mixed methods in this study “are 

likely to provide finer grained, more nuanced evidence based understandings 

of the leadership roles and behaviours of principals who achieve and sustain 

educational outcomes in schools than single lens quantitative analyses, meta-

analyses, or purely qualitative approaches” (Day et al., 2016: 222). 

The next justification for using mixed methods research relates to triangulation 

(Johnson, Onwuegbuzie, & Turner, 2007; Morrison, 2007). Triangulation is the 

term given when the researcher seeks convergence and corroboration of 

results from different methods used in studying the same phenomenon 

(Johnson & Christensen, 2008). Triangulation allows the author to compare 

many sources of evidence in order to determine the accuracy of the 

information (Bush, 2012). Triangulation is especially useful when studying 

leadership because it allows the views of both leaders and followers to be 

understood. In other words, leadership practices are not confined to the leader 

but are defined by how they influence others.  

Mixed methods researchers often attempt to triangulate their data, using what 

is commonly referred to as methodological triangulation, involving the use of 

multiple methods within a study (Bush, 2012; Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2005). 

This is also referred to as design triangulation (Creswell, 2014). 

Methodological or design triangulation enabled this study to collect 

quantitative and qualitative data and to cross-check the data to establish its 

validity (Bush, 2012). Thus, the three phases involved in this study (the three 

phases are elaborated further in this chapter) allowed the author to determine 
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whether the data or evidence obtained in the quantitative phase was present 

in the qualitative phase.  

Mixed methods also enabled the author to employ respondent triangulation 

(Bush, 2012). Citing the work of McFee (1992), Bush explains that respondent 

triangulation allows for data to be collected from different participants, and in 

the case of this study, the viewpoints of teachers and principals were collected 

in both the quantitative phase (questionnaires) and qualitative (interviews). As 

the aim of this study is to explore the leadership practices of principals who 

are deemed high performing, the data from the teachers and principals in both 

phases provided rich comparisons from different standpoints. First, the 

questionnaires utilised in this study required the responses of both principals 

and their teachers. The data from the questionnaires enabled the author to 

examine and compare the principals’ perception of their leadership practices 

with the views offered by their teachers. Similarly, the data from the interviews 

with principals and their teachers were compared and contrasted to triangulate 

respondents’ opinions. Hence, respondent triangulation can substantially 

increase the credibility or trustworthiness of the data (Johnson & Christensen, 

2008).  

Triangulation and complementarity both address the use of different methods 

as a means of affirming or complementing the findings of each. Mixed 

methods, therefore, provides more resilient foundations on which to draw 

conclusions which stem from both data triangulation and complementarity 

(Sammons et al., 2014: 570). 

Philosophical Underpinnings and Research Approach 

Whilst the previous section explains the reasoning behind the author’s 

motivation in adopting mixed methods approach, it is also useful to unpack the 

philosophical underpinnings for this approach. Hesse-Biber (2010) explains 

that methodologies, including mixed methods, are derived from a researcher’s 

assumptions about the nature of existence which is referred to as ontology. 

Ontological assumption is basically concerned with the essence of realities 
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(Cohen et al., 2011) and about “what the world is like—what the world consists 

of and why” (Strega, 2005: 201). In order to understand the ‘realities’ within 

the ontological assumption, Bryman (2012) suggests two positions: 

objectivism and constructionism. Bryman (2012: 32) explains objectivism as 

an “ontological position that implies that social phenomena confront us as 

external facts that are beyond our reach or influence”. Constructionism, on the 

other hand, is asserted by Bryman (2012: 33) as a “social phenomena and 

their meanings are continually being accomplished by social actors and that 

they are in a constant state of revision”. Within the study of educational 

leadership, Eacott (2017) explains that the ontological position of objectivism 

views the organisation as a knowable reality which is rigid in its structure and 

objectivity. Contrastingly, the reality as espoused by the ontological position of 

constructionism is created and shaped by social, political, cultural and gender-

based forces (Eacott, 2017). 

The ontological assumptions, in turn, lead to a set of philosophies on the 

nature of knowledge building which is referred to as epistemology (Hesse-

Biber, 2010). Whilst ontology deals with the essence of reality, epistemology 

tries to give an answer to the question of how our mind can acquire acceptable 

knowledge of a material world outside our mind (Biesta & Bubules, 2003; 

Bryman, 2012). Strega (2005: 201) further explains that epistemology 

represents a “philosophy of what counts as truth”. Similar to ontology, 

epistemology is often viewed on two different continuums or positions 

positivism and interpretivism (Bryman, 2012). Postivism advocates the 

application of the methods of the natural sciences to the study of social reality 

and beyond (Bryman, 2012). In contrast, interpretivism is the competing 

position of positivism. Interpretivism “respects the differences between people 

and the objects of the natural sciences and therefore requires the social 

scientist to grasp the subjective meaning of social action” (Bryman, 2012: 30).  

Bryman (2006a) posits that when quantitative and qualitative research are 

combined in a study, it tended to be associated with an uncoupling of research 

methods from strict philosophical positions that neither leans towards a 
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positivist/objectivist end nor an interpretivist/constructivist end. Bryman adds 

that researchers often argued that “the association of particular methods with 

philosophical stances was based on convention and that the connections 

between them were more contingent than is often assumed” (ibid: 114). Given 

the richness in exploring this study’s data, the author views that it is not 

suitable to adopt a strict positivist stance to portray the leadership practices of 

principal who are deemed high performing as such stance requires theory 

testing as well as generating hypothesis. On the other side of the continuum, 

the author maintains that a strict constructivist stance on interpreting the 

qualitative data would devoid the data with much of the objective reality, and 

therefore undermines any idea of an absolute truth, leading to a debatable notion 

that one truth is as good as any other (i.e. positivist).   

Hence, the author believes that pragmatism, which is the primary philosophical 

orientation associated with mixed methods research is best suited in 

understanding and exploring the practices of principals in this study. By 

adopting pragmatism enables the author “to break away from attempts to 

emulate “scientific” research in the natural sciences, and from the never-

ending paradigm debate between so-called quantitative and qualitative 

approaches to research” (Bachman, 2009: 147). This is further reiterated by 

Feilzer (2010: 8), who reasons that “pragmatism allows the researcher to be 

free of mental and practical constraints imposed by the forced choice 

dichotomy between positivism and constructivism and researchers do not 

have to be the prisoner of a particular research method or technique”. The 

following section explains and justifies the author’s approach in adopting 

pragmatism.  

Pragmatism 

Pragmatism can be defined as practical and applied research that utilises and 

supports both qualitative and quantitative methods, mixing the two methods 

when beneficial (Hewson, 2006; N. L. Leech, Dellinger, Brannagan, & Tanaka, 

2010; Maxcy, 2003; Teddlie, 2005). Pragmatism rejects the traditional 
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conception that the paradigms underlying quantitative and qualitative 

approaches (positivism and constructivism, respectively) are essentially 

incompatible and in conflict (Hewson, 2006). Instead, pragmatists argue that 

both quantitative and qualitative methods have their own distinctive strengths 

and weaknesses. Therefore, researchers should utilise the strengths, as well 

as complementing both methods, in order to understand the phenomena 

(Hewson, 2006; Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2005).  

Onwuegbuzie and Leech (2005: 384) believe that, while “quantitative research 

is typically motivated by the researcher’s concerns”, and “qualitative research 

is often driven by a desire to capture the participant’s voice”; pragmatic 

researchers on the hand are able to merge these two emphases within a single 

study. Because pragmatic researchers utilise mixed methodologies within the 

same inquiry, they are able to delve further into a dataset to understand its 

meaning and to use one method to verify the findings from the other method 

(Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2005). Researchers are “able to utilise quantitative 

research to inform the qualitative portion of research studies, and vice versa” 

(Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2004: 384). Therefore, “pragmatism offers an 

epistemological justification and logic (i.e., use the combination of methods 

and ideas that help frame, address, and provide tentative answers to one’s 

research question[s]) for mixing approaches and methods” (Johnson et al., 

2007: 125). 

Linking the research approach with the research questions 

One of the advantages of mixed methods is their effectiveness in answering 

each of the research questions formulated in a study by employing qualitative 

or quantitative methods for each of the questions (Tashakkori & Newman, 

2010; Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2003). According to Tashakkori and Creswell 

(2007), a strong mixed methods study starts with a strong mixed methods 

research question or objective. Mixed methods are useful because the 

combination of quantitative and qualitative designs is able to provide the best 

opportunity to address the main research question and also specific sub-



89 
 

questions (Morrison, 2007). This argument is supported by Creswell and Clark 

(2011) who maintain that the notion of what method works best in addressing 

the research questions stems from their pragmatic philosophical foundations. 

Pragmatism, therefore, subscribes to the philosophy that research questions 

should drive the methods that should be used in a particular study 

(Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2005). 

While Lodico, Spaulding, and Voegtle (2010: 16) explain that pragmatism is 

useful for researchers to identify which specific method works in a study, most 

proponents of mixed methods agree that the criteria for choosing specific 

methods should take into consideration of what fits the research questions 

(Bryman, 2006b; Lodico et al., 2010; Mertens, 2012; Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 

2005). Hence, the pragmatic philosophy that underpins mixed methods 

research is able to provide the most suitable methods for addressing this 

study’s research questions and specific sub-questions.  

In linking pragmatism with the mixed methods approach of this study, three 

research questions and one sub-research question were guided by the 

qualitative method. Quantitative methods guided another three research 

questions, and two sub-research questions. The final research question 

utilised data obtained from both methods. The combination of methods 

“effectively link the components or strands (qualitative and quantitative) and 

objectives and questions of the study and set the stage for comprehensive 

mixed methods inferences and conclusions at the end” (Tashakkori & 

Creswell, 2007: 210). 

The author believes that it is useful to highlight the strands (whether qualitative 

or quantitative) and instruments utilised in answering the research questions. 

Table 3.1 shows the research questions and sub-questions, and the research 

approaches and methods used to answer those questions.  
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Number Questions Strand Instrument 
utilised 

RQ 1 How are principals deemed to be 
high performing identified and 
selected? 

Qualitative Interview & 
document 
analysis 

RQ 2 What are the leadership 
practices most performed by the 
principals who are deemed high 
performing as measured by the 
LPI and PIMRS questionnaires? 

Quantitative  

 

Leadership 
Practices 

Inventory (LPI) 
and Principal 
Instructional 
Management 
Rating Scale 

(PIMRS) 

Sub 
RQ2a 

How do principals who are 
deemed high performing 
perceive their own leadership 
practices as measured by the 
LPI and PIMRS questionnaires? 

Quantitative 

Sub 
RQ2b 

How do teachers perceive their 
principals’ leadership practices 
as measured by the LPI and 
PIMRS questionnaires? 

Quantitative 

RQ3 How do the principals perceive 
their own leadership practices? 

Qualitative Interview 

Sub 
RQ3a 

How do the teachers perceive 
their principals’ leadership 
practices? 

Qualitative Interview 

RQ4 To what extent is instructional 
leadership practiced by 
principals who are deemed high 
performing? 

Qualitative 
& 

Quantitative 

Interview & 
PIMRS 

questionnaire 

Table 3.1: Research questions and the methods as well as instruments used to 
answer the questions 

Research Design  

This study adopted Teddlie and Tashakkori’s (2009) iterative sequential mixed 

design as the author feels that this design is best suited to answering the 

research questions. The iterative sequential mixed design is one of the three 

sequential designs suggested by Teddlie and Tashakkori (2009). An iterative 

sequential mixed design involves more than two phases in one particular study 

(Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009). This allows flexibility in the number of strands 

(either qualitative or quantitative) for the author to adopt in one particular study 
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(Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009). The multiple phases of an iterative sequential 

design provide this study with data from each of the phases to answer the 

various research questions, which would be answered less well in a one-phase 

design (Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009). The design of this study is illustrated in 

Figure 3.1: 

 
Figure 3.1: Research design of this study 

Since an iterative sequential design is a sub-category of the wider sequential 

mixed methods design, most of the advantages of sequential mixed designs 

are mutually shared. For example, Teddlie and Tashakkori (2009: 153) believe 

that a sequential mixed method design is “less complicated to conduct by solo 

investigators… because it is easier to keep the strands separate and the 

studies typically unfold in a more predictable manner”. The author agrees that 

the iterative sequential design allows the data collected from an earlier phase 

to be elaborated and interpreted more vividly in later phases using another 

strand.  

Research Methods  

This study employed several methods of inquiry in gathering data to answer 

the research questions. Pragmatism gives flexibility to the author to integrate 
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the quantitative and qualitative methods at different stages of the research 

process to best answer the research questions (Bryman, 2006b), and 

ultimately achieve the research aims and objectives. The methods of inquiry, 

which were driven by the research questions, were questionnaires, interviews 

and analysis of documents.  

Analysis of official documents 

According to Creswell (2012: 223), “documents consist of public and private 

records that qualitative researchers obtain about participants in the study”. 

Prior (2008: 490) believes that documentary analysis “can form an excellent 

starting point for researchers [by] illustrating how things are described and 

linked”. Several official documents were selected to reflect the Ministry’s 

intention when selecting Excellent Principals as well as the New Deals 

recipients. Fitzgerald (2012: 297) explains that official documents can provide 

a wealth of information for the researcher “to read between the lines of [the] 

official discourse and then triangulate information through interviews [and] 

questionnaires”.  

Questionnaires 

This study’s overarching aim is to understand the leadership practices of 

principals who are deemed high performing not only from their perspectives 

but also from the perspectives of their teachers. Most school leadership-

related questionnaires collect data from teachers as well as the principals’ own 

opinions about their perceptions of the leadership provided by the school 

principals (for example, see Boberg & Bourgeois, 2016; Sammons, Gu, Day, 

& Ko, 2011). In order to gather the perspectives of both principals and 

teachers, 360-degree-type questionnaires were utilised as one of the research 

tools in this study. Hence, the Principals Instructional Management Rating 

Scale (PIMRS), and the Leadership Practices Inventory (LPI) were selected. 

An overview of the two questionnaires is given in a later section of this chapter. 
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Muijs (2012) asserts that questionnaires have a number of advantages that 

have made it one of the most popular research tools in social science 

research. One of the advantages relates to its efficiency as it generally takes 

less time to complete compared to other research tools or methods (Hallinger, 

2012). In addition, the “use of standardised questions in questionnaires allows 

for easy comparability” (Muijs, 2012: 152), not only between respondents in 

this study (i.e., teachers and principals), but also between different leadership 

constructs (i.e., instructional, distributed and transformation).  

The choices of answers afforded to participants in the form of Likert scales is 

also advantageous as the “strength or intensity of a person’s response” 

(Newby, 2014: 306) is reflected by the choice of scales in the questionnaires. 

Hence, the scales are particularly suited to differentiating, determining and 

acquiring the opinions of the respondents on a particular matter (Muijs, 2012). 

In relation to this study’s pragmatic paradigm, questionnaires can provide 

reliable and valid data on the behaviour of the principals (Hallinger, 2012), 

hence enabling the author to answer the research questions assuredly.  

Interviews  

The iterative sequential design of this study allows the author to employ 

multiple methods, therefore the use of interviews in this study complements 

the data obtained from the quantitative strand. Brundrett and Rhodes (2014) 

maintain that interviews are undoubtedly one of the most popular research 

tools for research in educational leadership. Sammons et al. (2014), for 

example, used interviews in a mixed methods study as a means of gaining 

additional insights into the nature and impact of particular leadership practices. 

Day et al. (2016: 230), in their mixed methods study, claim that interviews with 

other members of the school are able to provide “insights into their perceptions 

of the nature and impact of the [leadership] practice and the effectiveness of 

the school leadership and its distribution”.  

The author utilised a semi-structured interview for the qualitative strand of the 

study. Coleman (2012) posits that semi-structured interviews are probably the 
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most common type of interview adopted in a mixed methods approach. The 

semi-structured interview involves the interviewer engaging in an interview 

session with a standardised interview protocol (Johnson & Christensen, 2008). 

In this approach, the interviewer asks the questions exactly as written on the 

interview schedule (Johnson & Christensen, 2008), hence creating a general 

consistency in terms of the questions that are asked of each interviewee 

(Coleman, 2012). The strength of the semi-structured interviews generated by 

the standardised questions would increase the comparability of the responses 

across all participants (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2011). This also helps the 

interviewer to facilitate better data organisation and analysis (Cohen et al., 

2011). The interviews were able to yield important data that could be used to 

compare the leadership features as perceived by the principals themselves, 

and as perceived by the teachers (from the data obtained from both the LPI 

and PIMRS). Another advantage of using a semi-structured interview 

compared to a fully structured interview is that it allows the interviewer to use 

prompts in the form of probes in trying to extract more information on a topic 

(Coleman, 2012). 

Research Instruments 

Several instruments were used to gather evidence in this study. The 

instruments were two questionnaires and three sets of interview protocols.  

Questionnaires 

This study’s framework is guided by the three models of leadership: 

instructional, transformational and distributed. Hence, the author had to 

consider questionnaires that were able to discern the principals’ practices 

according to the three leadership models. Whilst there are specific surveys 

used by scholars and researchers to gauge each of the three leadership 

models, the author considered that using three separate surveys to explore 

how principals enact the three leadership practices was impractical, for the 

author as well as for the respondents.  
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The use of PIMRS was targeted at examining the instructional leadership 

practices of the principals in this study. The use of the LPI was helpful to 

explore the extent to which the principals claim or perceive to enact practices 

which were reflective of transformational and distributed leadership (a similar 

strategy was employed by Jones et al., 2015). Further, the utilisation of both 

the PIMRS and the LPI questionnaires in this study also enabled principals’ 

instructional leadership practices to be compared against practices that are 

reflective of transformational and distributed leadership.  

Leadership Practices Inventory (LPI)  

The first of the two survey instruments was the Leadership Practices Inventory 

(LPI) developed by Kouzes and Posner (2012). The LPI has been used in 

more than 350 doctoral dissertations and academic research projects on 

leadership (Kouzes & Posner, 2007b). The LPI was developed based on what 

was perceived to be the five practices of exemplary leadership: model the way; 

inspire a shared vision; challenge the process; enable others to act; and 

encourage the heart (Kouzes & Posner, 2007b).  

While the LPI was developed to measure leadership in public and private 

organisations (Berry, 2007), it has been adopted by many school leadership 

researchers (Condon & Clifford, 2012; Leithwood & Sun, 2012). Niemann and 

Kotze (2006) further assert that the LPI can be a valuable instrument in 

dissecting school leadership. Even though the LPI is not specifically designed 

to measure specific leadership styles or traits, it has been adopted to measure 

the extent to which transformational leadership is enacted by school principals 

(Fields & Herold, 1997; Jones et al., 2015; D. W. Leech & Fulton, 2002; Xu, 

Caldwell, Glasper, & Guevara, 2015; Zagorsek, Stough, & Jaklic, 2006). 

Leithwood and Sun (2012) agree that the dimensions of the LPI match three 

of the transformational leadership dimensions suggested by Leithwood and 

colleagues. These include similarities with ‘holding high performance 

expectations’ which is a subset of ‘setting directions’. They also believe that 

the LPI is similar to ‘providing individualised consideration, support, and 
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intellectual stimulation’, which forms part of the transformational leadership 

dimension of ‘developing people’.  

The properties of the LPI are also useful in suggesting evidence of distributed 

leadership. Jones et al. (2015), for example, claim that the questionnaire 

reflects the properties of distributed leadership via one of its five leadership 

dimensions: ‘enable others to act’. Leithwood and Sun (2012: 399) also 

highlight the similarities that the LPI has with the dimension of “enabling others 

to act”. Taylor et al. (2007), who also adopted the LPI as one of the two 

questionnaires in their study, acknowledge that the properties of the LPI were 

useful in providing information on the extent to which the principals in their 

study show distributed leadership. In a local study, Zuraidah et al. (2014) 

employed the LPI as the tool to examine the distributed leadership practices 

of senior leadership team members in selected Malaysian schools and 

correlated the findings with their emotional competencies.  

The LPI requires the principal to complete one 30-item self-form questionnaire, 

and their teachers are also required to answer the LPI observer-form 

assessing their principals. The principal and teacher versions are identical 

except for the beginning of each item. The principal’s copy begins with “I” 

followed by a description of their practices. The items on the teachers’ copy, 

on the other hand, begin with “My principal…” and are followed by the exact 

same descriptions of leadership practices as the principal’s copy. A summary 

of the items that represent each of the five components of the LPI is presented 

in Table 3.2. 
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 Leadership practices Item numbers 

Model the way 1, 6, 11, 16, 21, 26 

Inspire a shared vision 2, 7, 12, 17, 22, 27 

Challenge the process 3, 8, 13, 18, 23, 28 

Enable other to act 4, 9, 14, 19, 24, 29 

Encourage the heart 5, 10, 15, 20, 25, 30 

Table 3.2: Items numbers for each of the five leadership practices  

All the items were assessed on a ten-point Likert scale. The ten-point scale 

allows the principals and teachers the opportunity to indicate the degree or 

extent to which the leader enacts each five practices as described. The scale 

ranges from 1 (almost never) to 10 (almost always). The author obtained 

permission from Wiley, the proprietor of the questionnaire, to use and 

reproduce it for this study. The permission letter is attached as Appendix 1. 

Due to the copyright control over the questionnaire, the author is only able to 

affix the first five items of the questionnaire in Appendix 2. 

Principals Instructional Management Rating Scale (PIMRS) 

Whilst the LPI does not measure components of instructional leadership, this 

is compensated for by the utilisation of the second survey instrument, namely, 

the Principal Instructional Management Rating Scale (PIMRS), developed by 

Hallinger and Murphy (1985). Hallinger (Hallinger, 2008, 2011c; Hallinger et 

al., 2013) maintains that the PIMRS appears to have provided a reliable and 

valid means of assessing the instructional leadership of school principals over 

the years. Hallinger and Lee (2014: 11) also emphasise that the PIMRS has 

been widely applied in empirical studies in “at least 22 different countries” over 

the last three decades, including Malaysia (for example, see Jamelaa & 

Jainabee, 2011b; Mohamad Johdi, 2014; Muhamad Latip & Robiah, 2008; 

Tahir et al., 2013). 
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The PIMRS questionnaire is comprised of 50 items that identify principals’ 

leadership practices associated with instructional leadership functions. The 

PIMRS is grounded in the instructional leadership conceptual framework 

introduced by Hallinger and Murphy (1985). Hallinger (2011c) stresses that it 

is vital to note that the PIMRS is intended to measure the perceptions of 

instructional leadership practices and not the quality of instructional 

leadership. Hence, all the components and items in the PIMRS measure the 

frequency with which the principal enacts a behaviour or practice associated 

with the specific instructional leadership functions suggested in the framework 

(Hallinger, 2008). The instructional leadership components in the PIMRS 

correspond to the three main dimensions as suggested in the instructional 

theoretical framework and explained in Figure 2.2 in Chapter 2. These three 

dimensions are further delineated into 10 instructional leadership practices 

(Hallinger, 2008). The PIMRS questionnaire enables each of the 10 

instructional leadership practices to be measured according to how frequently 

it is enacted. Each of the 10 instructional leadership practices includes five 

items.  

Similar to the LPI, the PIMRS requires the principal to complete the 50-item 

self-form questionnaire and their teachers are also requested to answer the 

observer-form assessing the instructional leadership of their principal. The 

principal and teacher versions are identical except for the stem “To what extent 

do you…” (principal-copy) and “To what extent does your principal…” (teacher-

copy). A summary of the items that represent each of the ten components of 

the PIMRS is presented in Table 3.3. 
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Dimensions Instructional Leadership 

practices 

Item 

numbers 

Defining the School 
Mission 

Framing school goals 1 to 5 

Communicating school goals 6 to 10 

Managing the 
Instructional 
Programme 

Supervising and evaluating 

instruction 

11 to 15 

Coordinating curriculum 16 to 20 

Monitoring school progress 21 to 25 

Promoting a Positive 
School Learning 
Climate 

Protecting instructional time 26 to 30 

Maintaining high visibility 31 to 35 

Providing incentives for teachers 36 to 40 

Promoting professional 

development 

41 to 45 

Providing incentives for learning 46 to 50 

Table 3.3: Items numbers for each of the ten instructional leadership practices  

All the items were assessed on a five-point Likert scale. As in the LPI, the 

Likert scale used in the PIMRS measures the strength of agreement towards 

a set of statements indicating the principals’ instructional leadership practices. 

Each item is rated on a scale ranging from 1 (Almost never) to 5 (Almost 

always). The author has obtained permission from Philip Hallinger, the 

proprietor of the questionnaire, to use and reproduce it for this study. The 

permission letter is attached as Appendix 3. The first five items of the PIMRS 

used in this study are provided in Appendix 4.  

Translating and piloting the survey instruments 

As both of the surveys were designed in English, the author had to consider a 

Malay version of each as the intended participants are Malaysian. The author 

carried out the translation/back translation process with the help of two 

Malaysian doctoral researchers, who are majoring in linguistics and TESOL 
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(Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages) in two universities in the 

United Kingdom. The translation/back translation technique provides high 

“informativeness” and “source language transparency” whilst ensuring a 

medium level of “security” and “practicality” (Behling & Law, 2000: 20). Fromm, 

Hallinger, Volante, and Wang (2017) utilised similar approach in translating 

and validating a Spanish version of the PIMRS.  

In order to test the reliability of the translated version, the author carried out a 

pilot test. Apart from allowing the author to test the reliability of the translated 

questionnaires, pilot testing also enabled the author “to find out whether it [i.e., 

the survey instruments] operates properly before using it in a research study” 

(Johnson & Christensen, 2008: 128). In addition, Muijs (2004) posit that the 

single most effective strategy to minimise problems in survey instruments is to 

ensure that the instruments are piloted.  

The Malay and English versions of the LPI and PIMRS were piloted with ten 

former colleagues of the author who were attached to the Aminuddin Baki 

Institute (of educational leadership and management). This is consistent with 

the advice of Johnson and Christensen (2008), and Muijs (2004), who 

recommend that piloting survey instruments could be done with colleagues or 

friends of the author. The author believes that these colleagues were suitable 

for the pilot testing as they were familiar with the leadership constructs and 

terms used in the survey instruments.  

Data obtained from the pilot study were used to determine whether the 

translated items were reliable in terms of internal consistency when matched 

against the original form of the questionnaires. Creswell (2014: 161) posits 

that “scores from an instrument are reliable and accurate if the individual’s 

scores are internally consistent across the items on the instrument”. 

Coefficient alpha, popularly referred to as Cronbach’s alpha, is one of the 

widely used measurements to calculate the internal consistency of the items 

in questionnaires (Cramer & Howitt, 2004). IBM SPSS Statistics were used to 

compute the coefficient alpha of both the Malay and original versions of the 

LPI and PIMRS. The results of the reliability coefficients using Cronbach’s 
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alpha for the both the Malay and English versions of the LPI and PIMRS 

questionnaires are presented in Table 3.4. 

Questionnaires Number of Items Cronbach’s alpha 

LPI Malay 30 .982 

LPI English 30 .951 

PIMRS Malay 50 .937 

PIMRS English 50 .948 

Table 3.4: Reliability statistics of Malay and English versions of both the LPI and 
PIMRS questionnaires  

Johnson and Christensen (2008: 149) maintain that the size of the coefficient 

alpha “should generally be, at a minimum, greater than or equal to .70”. The 

results of the test as depicted in Table 3.4 suggest that both the original and 

translated items exhibit strong reliability.  

Interview protocols 

Semi-structured interviews were carried out in phases one and three of this 

study. The participants consisted of ministry officials (in the first phase); while 

principals, senior leadership team members and teachers were the 

participants for the third phase of this study. Three sets of interview protocols 

were developed. The first set was intended for the ministry officials. The 

second set of interview protocols was developed to generate data from the 

principals, while the final set was for the teachers. The interview questions 

developed for each of the protocols focused on generating the “knowledge 

required” (Cohen et al., 2011: 354) in aiding the author to answer the research 

questions in phases one and three respectively.  

The first set of interview protocols, intended for the three ministry officials, 

contained five questions. The questions focused on understanding their roles 

in selecting the recipients of the Excellent Principals award and the New Deals 

award. Questions were also asked to draw out their opinions on whether the 

two awards represent a sign of high performance.  
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The interview protocol for the teachers, including the senior leadership team 

members, comprised similar questions to those for their principals, but with 

slightly modified wording. For example, one of the interview questions in the 

interview protocol for principals reads: 

How often do you engage with the senior leadership team or 

other teachers? 

While the question posed to the teacher or senior leadership team member 

was fairly similar: 

How often does your principal engage with the senior 

leadership team or other teachers? 

Drawing on the approaches of Cohen et al. (2011), and Brundrett and Rhodes 

(2014), the author developed interview questions with the focus of eliciting 

respondents’ opinions on what they believe to be the most important 

leadership practices, styles and skills enacted by principals who are deemed 

high performing. In addition, questions were developed to draw out 

respondents’ views on the principals’ leadership strengths and deficits, how 

they motivate others and how significant their roles were in the organisation. 

Further, the author developed questions asking their opinion on whether 

instructional leadership is the most important leadership approach for 

principals in Malaysia. These questions were important in providing evidence 

on the extent to which the principals enact instructional leadership as this 

particular leadership model is advocated strongly by the MEB. The two sets of 

interview protocols are attached as Appendix 5 and Appendix 6.  

Translating and piloting the interview protocols 

The questions in all three sets of protocols were constructed originally in 

English. A similar technique of translation/back translation, as discussed 

above, was employed in translating the questions into Malay. The same 
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translators who assisted the author in translating the questionnaires were 

involved in translating the interview questions.  

The interview protocols were then piloted to assess if they were sound. 

Creswell (2012) and Merriam (2009) agree that piloting interview questions is 

the most suitable way to eliminate and reconstruct questions which might be 

too long or confusing. Merriam (2009: 267) further suggests that piloting 

interview questions could be tried out with a friend or colleague who could 

“qualify to be included in the study”. Based on her suggestion, the author 

piloted the first interview protocol with one colleague working in the Ministry of 

Education, while the other protocol was trialled with one senior leadership 

team member and one teacher in one of the schools involved in the 

quantitative phase of the study. The data from the pilot interviews were not 

used to inform the larger study; rather the pilot was intended to assess whether 

the interview questions, including the translated versions, had any content 

validity issues. The pilot study assisted the author in making minor changes to 

the questions, especially in eliminating questions that were redundant, before 

the main fieldwork was carried out.  

Sampling 

This study adopted several non-random sampling techniques for each of the 

three phases. Figure 3.2 shows the sampling strategies adopted for each 

phase. 
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Figure 3.2: Sampling strategy adopted in this study 

The sampling technique adopted by the author was purposive sampling. 

Kemper, Stringfield, and Teddlie (2003) posit that purposive sampling is 

relatively common in mixed methods studies. Kemper et al. (2003) add that 

researchers who use purposive sampling techniques are able to focus and to 

minimise the sample size so that it might best reflect the purpose of the 

research. In addition, Onwuegbuzie and Collins (2007: 287) stress that, if the 

goal of the research is not to generalise to a population but rather to obtain 

insights into a phenomenon (as in this study), then “the researcher 

purposefully selects individuals, groups and settings that maximise 

understanding of the underlying phenomenon”.  

Quota and convenience sampling were utilised in phases two and three 

respectively alongside purposive sampling. According to Johnson and 

Christensen (2008), quota sampling refers to the selection of samples based 

on the identification of sub-groups of interest. Quota sampling was necessary 

for the author to obtain a fair representation of senior leadership team 

members, subject heads and teachers when answering the LPI and PIMRS 

questionnaires. Once the quota was determined by the author, participants 

were then identified through convenience sampling.  
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The principle behind convenience sampling is the willingness of the participant 

to be selected for the study (Johnson & Christensen, 2008). Hence this 

sampling technique was used to determine the teachers who participated in 

answering the questionnaires and in the interviews. Although convenience 

sampling is not an optimal method for generalising the results of the study, 

quite often researchers are “forced to use convenience samples because of 

practical constraints” (Johnson & Christensen, 2008: 238). One of the 

constraints in this study was the limited time available to collect all the data. 

Tracy (2013) agrees that convenience sampling is appropriate when time is 

limited, and adds that this mode of sampling is also useful when the budget 

available to carry out the research is limited. 

The procedure involved in selecting the samples for each phase of this study 

is explained in the following subsections:  

Sampling for Phase 1  

Lodico et al. (2010: 134) refer to key informants as “the persons who have 

some specific knowledge about the topic being investigated”. Merriam (2009) 

also believes that qualitative researchers recognise that key informants are 

“richer” than others and that they are more likely to provide valuable insights 

and understanding. Since the total population of possible key informants is 

limited, it was necessary for the author to employ a purposive sampling 

approach.  

Sampling for Phase One was important in determining the key informants who 

would provide information on how Excellent Principals and New Deals 

recipients are selected. Further information was also required to understand 

the significance of these awards in relation to the aim of placing high 

performing principals in all schools, as advocated by the MEB. Hence, three 

participants, working in three different divisions of the Ministry of Education, 

were selected for the interviews. One of the divisions is responsible for the 

selection of the Excellent Principals; another division manages the verification 

process for selecting New Deals award recipients, while the final division 
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oversees the overall implementation of the Malaysian Education Blueprint, 

which includes the aspiration of placing high performing principals in all 

schools by 2025. All three officials are considered to be key senior managers 

in their respective divisions, based on their current positions, service grades 

and portfolio or job scope. They have been selected purposively based on their 

senior positions.  

Several official documents were also purposively selected as the primary 

source of analysis. The documents selected for this part of the analysis are 

shown in Table 3.5.  
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Documents selected Type of 
document 

Purpose of the documents 

Malaysian Education Blueprint 2013 – 2025 
(Ministry of Education, 2013) 

Supplemented by: 

i. Malaysian Education Blueprint Annual 
Review 2013 (Ministry of Education, 2014) 

ii. Malaysian Education Blueprint Annual 
Review 2014 (Ministry of Education, 2015) 

Policy 
document 

Comprehensive document 
that guides the education 
reform in Malaysia  

Service Circular about the selection process of 
New Deals recipients (Kementerian 
Pendidikan Malaysia, 2014b)  

Service 
circular 

Official government 
document that explains the 
purpose of the New Deals 
award 

Official guidelines for awarding New Deals 
awards (Kementerian Pendidikan Malaysia, 
2014a) 

Addendum An addendum to the above-
mentioned service circular. 
This addendum documents 
in detail how new deals 
recipients are selected.  

Official policy statement on the implementation 
of the Excellent Principals award (Bahagian 
Pengurusan Sekolah Harian, 2013) 

Policy 
document 

An official government 
document that explains the 
purpose of the Excellent 
Principals award. 

Letter notifying all principals of the vacant 
positions of Excellent Principals (Kementerian 
Pelajaran Malaysia, 2010; Kementerian 
Pendidikan Malaysia, 2017) 

Letter Letters announcing the 
vacancies of Excellent 
Principals, which were 
published in 2010 and 2017 
respectively.  

Malaysian Quality Standards for Education 
(Kementerian Pelajaran Malaysia, 2012) 

Standards 
document 

This document acts as an 
assessment tool for all 
school principals to evaluate 
against the five standards’ 
elements proposed in the 
document 

Table 3.5: Documents included in the analysis 

These documents were selected as they represent the official published 

literature on understanding how principals, who are deemed high performing, 

are recognised via these two awards. In addition, the official policy documents 

provide valuable information about the expectations of the government 

regarding the selection of Excellent Principals and New Deals award 

recipients. 
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Sampling for Phase 2  

As indicated in Figure 3.2, two levels of sampling strategy were adopted for 

this phase.  

Level I 

As of December 2014, there were 2,376 secondary schools out of a total of 

10,134 schools in Malaysia (Kementerian Pendidikan Malaysia, 2014c). In 

order for the author to narrow down the focus of this study, principals who were 

the recipients of both the Excellent Principals and New Deals awards who 

were serving in high performing secondary schools were purposively selected 

for this study. The total number of high performing secondary schools, as of 

February 2015, was 63. Twenty-eight of the principals serving in these high 

performing secondary schools were recognised as Excellent Principals. 

Twenty of these had also received the New Deals award. Hence, the first level 

of the second phase’s sampling strategy has purposively determined and 

selected 20 principals who were the recipients of both the Excellent Principals 

and New Deals awards in secondary schools. The PIMRS and LPI principal 

questionnaires were distributed to these 20 principals.  

Level II 

The second level of the sampling strategy involved steps to determine the 30 

participants who would be the respondents for the LPI and PIMRS teacher 

questionnaires. Fifteen teachers were sampled to answer the LPI 

questionnaire while another 15 were selected to answer the PIMRS 

questionnaire. As highlighted in Figure 3.2 of the sampling strategy, quota 

sampling was adopted to ensure that a fair representation of teachers, subject 

heads, and senior leadership team members, would participate in answering 

the questionnaires. This rationale ensured that the leadership practices of the 

principals were captured by the viewpoints of teachers with different positions 

within the schools. 
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The selection of the teachers was based on the quota allocation of a minimum 

of two senior leadership team members7 (including assistant principals and 

heads of department), three subject leaders, and ten other teachers. Quota 

sampling determined the number of participants needed, based on the 

respective quotas, and the author then proceeded using convenience 

sampling.  

Sampling for Phase 3  

Similar to Phase Two of this study, two levels of sampling were applied to 

determine the interview participants for this phase. 

Level I 

Like the first level of the second phase, level I of the sampling strategy in the 

final phase was essential in determining the principals who would be 

purposively selected for this study. According to Teddlie and Tashakkori 

(2009: 240), qualitative interviews that follow survey instruments are gathered 

from “a relatively small number of participants, who generate in-depth 

information in response to queries from the interview”. Hence, six principals 

out of the 20 who had participated in answering the questionnaires in the 

second phase of this study were selected.  

However, the author applied pre-determined criteria to achieve a fair and 

balanced representation of the principals. The criteria include a combination 

of several types of high performing secondary school types8; a balanced 

gender representation; as well as a balanced representation of urban-rural 

schools. The six principals purposively identified for this phase were 

                                            
7 All secondary schools in Malaysia have a minimum of three assistant principals, and in some secondary 
schools that offer a Sixth Form, an additional assistant principal is appointed. In addition to the assistant 
principals, the senior leadership team members are also made up of between four to five heads of 
department depending on the cluster of subjects offered in the schools. For example, the head of the 
language department is responsible for all language subjects including Malay, English, Mandarin and 
Tamil. 

8 Secondary schools in Malaysia are categorised into 12 types (Kementerian Pendidikan Malaysia, 
2015). All of the schools at which the interview participants work have been awarded the status of a high 
performing school. 
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approached personally by the author whilst in the process of distributing the 

questionnaires.  

Level II  

In addition to the interviews with the six principals, interviews with one senior 

leadership team member and one teacher from each school were also 

conducted. The senior leadership team members and teachers who were 

involved in the interview were sampled using convenience sampling. However, 

the author also specified certain characteristics for these samples. One of 

these was that the senior leadership team members and teachers who were 

willing to take part in this study must also have a working professional 

relationship with the principal of at least two years. This is because teachers 

who work with the principals for a period of two years or less might not have 

sufficient experience of their leadership features or the impact shown by the 

principals.  

Access and Ethics 

The following section explains how the author secured access for the research 

and how ethical considerations were addressed.  

Gatekeeper’s access 

Lodico et al. (2010) explain that, before embarking on data collection, access 

to the study site, as well as the people, must be established with the 

appropriate gatekeepers. Gatekeepers include persons with official or 

unofficial roles who manage access to people and places at the site (Lodico 

et al., 2010). The primary locations in which data collection was conducted 

consisted of three divisions of the Ministry of Education, and 20 high 

performing secondary schools.  

Dimmock (2007) stresses the importance of understanding the culture and 

system in which the fieldwork or data collection will take place. For this study, 

the author understood the many layers of permission required to gain access. 
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The first layer was approval from the Economic Planning Unit (EPU), Prime 

Minister’s Department. EPU acts as the government’s gatekeeper for any 

overseas-based researchers who intend to carry out any form of research in 

Malaysia. This is in line with the regulation for conducting research in Malaysia, 

as stipulated in the General Circular Order No. 3 of 1999 (Jabatan Perdana 

Menteri, 1999). All the necessary information regarding the research was 

provided to the department. Permission to conduct the research in Malaysia 

was granted by the Economic Planning Unit in March 2015 (see Appendix 7). 

Following agreement from the EPU, it was also important to seek permission 

to gain access to the selected schools and to the three divisions of the Ministry. 

Letters to the three divisions’ respective directors were sent together with the 

approval letter from EPU, seeking permission to interview the officers for this 

study. All three directors allowed the author to proceed with the interviews for 

the first phase of this study. Subsequent telephone calls were made to each 

of the divisions to ensure that the correct personnel were identified for the 

interviews. 

As the education system in Malaysia is highly centralised, permission to gain 

access to the 20 schools had to be sought from the Fully Residential and 

Excellence Schools Division which oversees the operation of high performing 

schools in Malaysia. This permission allowed the author to gain access to sites 

which were involved with phases two and three of this study. The Fully 

Residential and Excellence Schools Division (BPSBPSK) approved the 

author’s application to gain access to the selected schools and carry out the 

data collection procedures with the principals and teachers (see Appendix 8).  

Although permission from the EPU and BPSBPSK had already been obtained, 

the final layer of gatekeeper’s access lay with the principals in all 20 schools. 

Merriam (2009) notes that gaining entry into multiple sites (as in the case of 

this study) requires the author to obtain the permission from each of the sites’ 

gatekeepers, i.e., the principals. Negotiation and approval to gain access to 

schools should be conducted with the principals before any fieldwork could 

commence (Scott & Morrison, 2005). Taking into consideration Scott and 
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Morrison’s advice, the author sent letters seeking permission to all principals 

in 20 schools together with approval letters from the EPU and BPSBPSK (the 

letter is appended as Appendix 9).  

Follow-up telephone calls were made to all 20 schools seeking confirmation of 

approval to gain access. All 20 principals agreed that the author could proceed 

with data collection in their schools.  

Ethical considerations 

Creswell (2014) explains that ethical considerations are vital in any research 

while Hesse-Biber (2010: 56) maintains that “ethics plays a role throughout the 

entire research process, and all researchers must be vigilant in checking 

themselves at every stage of their investigations”. In addition, ethical 

considerations impact on the authenticity and quality of the research overall 

(Bush, 2012). Hence, the main ethical considerations which the author 

addressed before embarking on the study were: ethical approval; informed 

consent; avoiding harm; confidentiality and anonymity. 

Ethical approval 

This study required ethical approval from the University of Nottingham, UK. 

The author understood that he must adhere to the University of Nottingham 

Code of Research Conduct and Research Ethics, which adopts the British 

Educational Research Association's (BERA) Revised Ethical Guidelines for 

Educational Research (2011). Ethical approval was received from the 

University of Nottingham School of Education Research Ethics Committee 

(see Appendix 10). 

Informed consent  

According to Johnson and Christensen (2008), informed consent indicates 

willingness to participate in the study after being informed of its purpose, 

procedures, risks, benefits, and limits of confidentiality. It was vital for the 
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author to obtain the consent of all research participants before they took part 

in this study. It was also important for the author to explain to the participants 

what the study was about and how their involvement would impact on the study 

(Cohen et al., 2011; Newby, 2014).  

Teddlie and Tashakkori (2009) suggest that an informed consent form should 

be distributed to the participants. They (ibid: 199) add that the “consent form 

may also include provisions related to the participants’ right to privacy, which 

include the related issues of anonymity and confidentiality”. All the participants 

in this study were provided with the questionnaire and/or the interview 

participant information sheet, detailing the names of the people responsible 

for the study, what the study was about and how the information obtained from 

the interview would be highly beneficial to the study. Copies of both the 

questionnaire and the interview participant information sheet are included as 

Appendices 11 and 12. All participants were also given the questionnaire 

participant consent form and/or the interview participant consent form to sign. 

Copies of the questionnaire and interview participant consent forms are 

included as Appendices 13 and 14. 

However, Newby (2014) argues that informed consent is more than getting the 

signature of the research participants on the informed consent form. This is 

because the onus is on the researcher to fully explain to the participants what 

might be the potential risk of participating in the research. Hence, the author 

made it clear that the participation was voluntary and that the participants 

would have a period of time in which to consider the invitation. The participants 

were also told that they could withdraw at any stage of the study without having 

to give any reasons to the author and that their withdrawal would not have any 

implications for them, their schools or this study.  

Avoiding harm  

Cohen et al. (2011: 171) maintain that “a general principle of educational 

research is that no individuals should be harmed”. While Johnson and 

Christensen (2008: 118) argue that “educational research seldom, if ever” runs 
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the risk of inflicting mental and physical harm on participants, Fraenkel, 

Wallen, and Hyun (2012) insist that it is the fundamental responsibility of every 

researcher to ensure that participants are protected from physical or mental 

harm at all stages of the research.  

The study took place in 20 Malaysian high performing secondary schools. The 

author had established in the literature review that Malaysian schools are very 

hierarchical in nature and that power distance between the principals and their 

subordinates may be significant. Hence, in order to avoid potential harm or 

conflict arising from different levels of power within the selected Malaysian 

schools, the author paid careful attention to the various levels of power within 

the organisation, as suggested by Scott and Morrison (2005).  

In addition, the author ensured that the outcomes and results of the research 

would not harm the participants within that organisation (Newby, 2014). The 

participants were also assured that they had the right to withdraw from 

participating in this study at any stage. None of the participants withdrew from 

the interviews. The only risks or potential discomfort associated with this study 

were the time required to answer the questionnaire and to participate in the 

interview. Hence, participants were reminded of the time required to participate 

in this study through the information sheet. The author also ensured that 

participation in this study would not disrupt the instructional time of the 

participants.  

Confidentiality and anonymity 

Two major steps in overcoming any potential harm to participants were to 

ensure their anonymity, as well as preserving the confidentiality of the data 

(Johnson & Christensen, 2008; Scott & Morrison, 2005). Cohen et al. (2011) 

insist that anonymity is often vital in research so that participants are 

untraceable. Johnson and Christensen (2008: 119) add that “anonymity is an 

excellent way of protecting privacy because anonymity means that the identity 

of the participants is not known to the researcher”. 
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In this study, the participants maintained their anonymity by not identifying 

themselves when responding to the questionnaires. Both questionnaires 

advised participants not to write their names on the survey instrument. In 

addition, before each interview session began, the participants were given the 

assurance that all information gathered from the interview would be analysed 

in such a way as to protect the anonymity of the participants.  

Audio-taping interview sessions can pose a threat to the confidentiality of the 

interview sessions as well as jeopardise the anonymity of the participants 

(Johnson & Christensen, 2008). In order to overcome such a threat, Creswell 

(2007) suggests that it is important for the researcher to emphasise the 

importance of preserving confidentiality to the participants, both before and 

after conducting the interview. The author also sought the approval of all 

interview participants before audio-taping the interviews. All of the participants 

agreed for the interviews to be audio-taped. 

Confidentiality also extends to the data obtained from the study. Fraenkel et 

al. (2012: 64) explain that “once the data in a study have been collected, 

researchers should make sure that no one else has access to the data”. All 

data collected were kept confidential and used for this study only. All data that 

were analysed electronically were kept secure at all times on a secure, 

password protected data storage folder available on the author’s desktop. The 

author also ensured that the anonymity of the participants, and their schools, 

was protected when presenting data. This was done through using 

pseudonyms for schools and participants.  

Data Collection  

This section explains the data collection process.  

First phase: interview with the Ministry officials 

There were two phases of interviews. The interviews that were carried out in 

the first phase targeted Ministry officials who were directly involved in the 
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formulation of policies related to the Excellent Principals award, the New Deals 

award, and the shift towards ‘ensuring high performing school leaders in 

schools’, as advocated in the MEB. Interviews with the officials took place over 

three separate days. Each of the interviews lasted between 35 and 45 minutes.  

Second phase: distribution and collection of the LPI and PIMRS 
questionnaires 

Principals from 20 high performing secondary schools were selected for this 

study based on the purposive sampling strategy, as highlighted in the previous 

section of this chapter. Once permissions were given by all principals, the 

author informed the principals of the 20 selected schools, via letter, of the time 

when the author intended to distribute the questionnaires.  

The author explained the need for the principals to complete the LPI and 

PIMRS principal-copy themselves. The author also sought permission from 

the principals to distribute the questionnaires to the senior leadership team 

members, including the subject heads, as well as to other teachers. The 

distribution of the questionnaires to these individuals was carried out by 

adhering to the pre-determined quota.  

The author personally distributed the questionnaire to the senior leadership 

team members, subject heads and teachers in 17 schools. However, principals 

in three schools requested that the author leave the questionnaire-pack for the 

assistant principals for distribution at a later time. This was because the author 

had visited the schools during the midterm examinations and most of the 

teachers were on examination duty. In order for the distribution of the 

questionnaires to adhere to the quota determined, the author had enclosed in 

the questionnaire pack specific instructions regarding distribution. 

The principals and teachers were given between four and eight days to 

complete the questionnaires. All participants were provided with an envelope. 

The author requested that the principals and teachers enclose the completed 

questionnaires in the envelopes provided. In doing so, the author ensured that 
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the confidentiality of the survey participants was not compromised. The author 

sent another letter to notify the schools of the dates on which the 

questionnaires would be collected. This was followed by phone calls to inform 

the schools of the collection dates. The author successfully revisited all 

schools to collect the questionnaires.  

In total, 20 LPI principal questionnaires, 20 PIMRS principal-copies, 300 LPI 

teacher-copies and 300 PIMRS teacher-copies were distributed to the 

participants in 20 schools. To further break it down, 15 LPI and 15 PIMRS 

teacher-copies respectively were distributed to 30 teachers, including senior 

leadership team members, at each school. Further, one copy of the LPI 

principal-copy and PIMRS principal-copy were distributed to each of the 20 

principals.  

Third phase: interviews with principals and teachers 

In this phase, principals were purposively selected to be part of the interviews. 

The author approached the six principals personally whilst distributing the 

questionnaires. All six principals agreed to be interviewed at a time which was 

convenient for them. In addition, one teacher and one senior leadership team 

member from the selected principals’ schools were also selected for the 

interviews. This was to enable the author to obtain important data that could 

be used to compare the leadership features as perceived by the principals 

themselves with that perceived by the teachers.  

In total, 18 interviews with principals, senior leadership team members and 

teachers were successfully carried out. Each interview lasted between 40 

minutes and one hour. All interviews were recorded with the participants’ 

approval.  
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Data Analysis 

This section explains how the quantitative data, obtained from the LPI and 

PIMRS questionnaires, as well as the qualitative data derived from the 

interviews and documents, were analysed.  

Interviews  

Out of the total of 21 interviews, six were carried out in English while the 

remaining interviews were carried out in Malay upon the request of the 

interviewees. All the recorded interviews were stored electronically. The 

interviews were then transcribed verbatim. Transcription is the process of 

converting audio tape recordings into text data (Creswell, 2012). Merriam 

(2009) maintains that verbatim transcription of recorded interviews would 

ideally provide the best database for analysis.  

In order to ensure the validity of the transcriptions, as well as reducing the risk 

of systematic bias, the author employed one doctoral researcher, who is a 

Malay native speaker, to validate the interview transcriptions in Malay. Another 

doctoral researcher, who is also a Malay native speaker but who majored in 

TESOL, was also employed to verify the interview transcriptions in English. 

This procedure is in line with the advice of Flick (2007), who argues that 

transcriptions should be examined several times to ensure that they do not 

contain any obvious mistakes and to improve the reliability of the transcripts.  

The transcripts of the interview which were conducted in Malay were then 

given to the same doctoral researcher, who majored in TESOL, for translation. 

Concurrently, the author also translated the Malay language transcript. Later, 

results of the translations were compared. Any differences in terms of the 

meaning and translation were resolved with the agreement of both the author 

and the doctoral researcher. This technique of translation is called the parallel 

blind technique (Behling & Law, 2000). This technique of translation has its 

advantages in the form of its speed and practicality. Behling and Law (2000: 

23) argue that this technique is much faster than the “conventional 
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translation/back translation technique because the two translators work in 

parallel rather than in sequence”. They add that the parallel blind technique 

provides “an element of security” (ibid:23) because the two translated texts are 

examined against one another.  

Once the transcriptions, including the translated version, were agreed upon to 

the satisfaction of the author and both of the doctoral researchers; the 

transcriptions were then analysed via thematic analysis. Willig (2014) 

recognises thematic analysis as a process of identifying themes in data sets 

“which capture meaning that is relevant to the research”, and are also able to 

make links between themes, whilst analysing several data sets. Fereday and 

Muir-Cochrane (2006) add that thematic analysis is a form of pattern 

recognition within the data, where themes emerge and become the categories 

or focus for analysis. However, Guest, Macqueen, and Namey (2012: 10) posit 

that thematic analysis “requires more involvement and interpretation from the 

researcher … [as] it moves beyond counting explicit words or phrases and 

focuses on identifying and describing both implicit and explicit ideas within the 

data, that is themes”. Ritchie and Spencer (1994: 180) caution that thematic 

analysis should not be an “automatic or mechanical process”, but rather 

involves “making judgements about meaning, about the relevance and 

importance of issues, and about implicit connections between ideas” that 

appear in the data sets. Themes which are identified as similar or identical 

across all the interviews were extracted and referenced into several 

categories.  

Documentary analysis 

The documents analysed included current circulars on the selection of 

Excellent Principals and recipients of the New Deals award. The circulars were 

analysed to explore the fundamental aspects of selecting Excellent Principals 

as well as recipients of the New Deals award and how those selection 

processes are related to high performing principals. The author also compared 

the selection processes for the Excellent Principals and the recipients of the 
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New Deals award with the criteria for high performing principals outlined in the 

Malaysian Education Blueprint.  

Questionnaires 

The data obtained from the questionnaires were computed into the statistical 

software IBM SPSS Statistics Version 21 for analysis. The analyses included: 

i. Cronbach Alpha – to determine the internal consistency and 

reliability of the questionnaire. 

ii. Descriptive analysis – to analyse the demographics and background 

of the participants. 

iii. Analysis of means – to analyse principals’ perception of their 

leadership as well as the teachers’ view on the leadership practices 

of their principals, as measured through the two questionnaires. 

iv. T-test – to determine any statistically significant differences between 

the leadership practices of the principals based on their grade of 

services when measured using the LPI and PIMRS questionnaires 

v. One-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) test – to determine whether 

the leadership practices of the principals, measured by the two 

questionnaires, differ on the aspect of ‘years serving as principals’. 

ANOVA was also carried out to determine whether there was any 

significant difference among the views of the teachers on the 

leadership practices of their principals based on the teachers’ 

position. 

Reliability and Validity 

Creswell (2012: 159) posits that the terms reliability and validity overlap with 

each other, and at other times, these terms are mutually exclusive. However, 

he believes that they are bound together in complex ways. The following 

section discusses how reliability and validity were addressed in this study. 
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Reliability 

Scholars believe that the key to successfully applying a notion of reliability in 

a study is that the scores and data obtained from a research procedure are 

consistent over time (Bush, 2012; Creswell, 2012; Scott & Morrison, 2005). As 

this mixed methods study utilised two questionnaires, the internal consistency 

of the items on both questionnaires had to be measured to determine whether 

the scores from the items “are reliable and accurate” (Creswell, 2012: 161). 

Fromm et al. (2017: 425) agree that researchers have most frequently 

employed Cronbach’s alpha test of internal consistency in checking the 

reliability of the questionnaires and it “has become so ubiquitous in survey 

research that it has almost become synonymous with the concept of reliability”. 

Hence Cronbach’s alpha was used via the statistical software SPPSS to 

assess internal reliability. The results are presented in Table 3.6.  

Leadership practices LPI Principal-copy LPI Teacher-copy 

Model the way .92 .94 

Inspire a shared vision .83 .95 

Challenge the process .72 .94 

Enable others to act .79 .95 

Encourage the heart .91 .96 

Overall consistency .95 .98 

 Table 3.6: Reliability statistics of LPI principal-copy and LPI teacher-copy 

The results of the analysis indicate a high reliability coefficient for both the LPI 

principal and teacher copies. All items that measured the five leadership 

practices completed by the teachers showed a high reliability coefficient with 

each of the behaviours scoring ≥.90. However, the reliability coefficient of the 

five leadership practices in the LPI principal-copy shows a lower range of 72 

to .92. 
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A similar test was conducted on the PIMRS principal and teacher copies to 

measure their reliability coefficients. The results of the analysis are presented 

in Table 3.7. 

Instructional Leadership domains 
PIMRS  

Principal-copy 
PIMRS  

Teacher-copy 

Framing the school’s goals .69 .90 

Communicate the school’s goals .71 .87 

Supervise and evaluate instruction .76 .86 

Coordinate the curriculum .70 .89 

Monitor students’ progress .73 .86 

Protect instructional time .60 .85 

Maintain high visibility .81 .85 

Provide incentives for teachers .68 .86 

Promote professional development .76 .92 

Provide incentives for learning .68 .90 

Overall consistency .94 .96 

Table 3.7: Reliability coefficient of PIMRS principal and teacher copy 

Overall, the reliability coefficients for both the PIMRS principal-copy and the 

PIMRS teacher-copy are high scoring at .94 and .96 respectively. The items 

contained in the ten instructional leadership practices of the PIMRS teacher-

copy also suggest that the reliability coefficient is high. However, four 

leadership domains contained in the PIMRS principal-copy showed a lower 

reliability coefficient than the general acceptance level of .70. However, 

Creswell (2014: 606) explains that a score of “.60 is an acceptable level for 

determining whether the scale has internal consistency”.  

The reliability of the interviews was maintained by using standardised open-

ended structured interviews. Bush (2012) maintains that the reliability of 

interview procedure depends on the type of interview utilised by the 

researcher. Hence, the open-ended structured interview, in which all the 

questions had been pre-determined and standardised for all participants, 

served to increase reliability in this study.  
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Validity 

Validity is used “to judge whether the research accurately describes the 

phenomenon that it is intended to describe” (Bush, 2012: 81). However, Cohen 

et al. (2011: 133) believe that validity should be seen as “a matter of degree 

rather than as an absolute state…hence [the researcher must] strive to 

minimize invalidity and maximize validity”. Bush (2012) argues that one of the 

potential sources of invalidity is interview bias, especially in the characteristics 

of the interview participants. All six senior leadership team members and six 

teachers were approached personally by the author rather than selected by 

their principals. This approach enhanced the validity of the interviews, as the 

principals did not select the senior leadership team members or teachers 

whom they might favour for the interviews. This approach reduced the risk of 

any potentially biased responses from the senior leadership team members or 

teachers who might feel “obliged” to participate in the interviews as they were 

selected personally by their principals.  

Validity also refers to the accuracy of the inferences or interpretations 

generated from the data (Johnson & Christensen, 2008). Hence, the data have 

to be representative of the issue that is being investigated (Newby, 2014). The 

mixed methods design enabled multiple perspectives on how principals who 

are deemed high performing enact their leadership practices. The data 

obtained from the participants was not restricted to the evidence provided by 

the principals alone, but also included the perspectives of their teachers and 

senior leaders. As a result, the involvement of a “range of participants” via the 

mixed methods design assisted the author to improve the data validity of this 

study (Bush, 2012: 86).  

Overview 

This chapter highlights the methodology and research methods adopted in this 

study. The mixed methods approach enabled the author to explore and 

understand how leadership practices of principals who are deemed to be high 

performing were understood from a range of perspectives obtained from 
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different research tools. Further, the mixed methods approach has enabled 

the author to triangulate the data obtained from all phases in this study. The 

evidence obtained from each phase has enabled the author to explore and 

synthesise key leadership practices that are associated and (perceived to be) 

enacted by principals who are deemed high performing.  

The author agrees with the assertions of Antonakis et al. (2004), and Teddlie 

(2005), who both recommend that researchers skilfully blend several 

methodological approaches in order to capture the contextual and complex 

nature of school leadership. The mixed methodology utilised in this study has 

provided the author with rich data that were obtained from various sources. 

The wealth of data might not be possible if the author had employed just one 

method. The wealth of data yielded from all three phases of this study is 

discussed in the following three chapters.  
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Chapter 4 – Qualitative Findings and Analysis – Phase I  

Introduction  

One of the aims of this study is to identify the leadership features practised by 

principals, especially those who are deemed to be high performing. The 

analysis in this first phase focuses first on how the Ministry of Education 

identifies and selects Excellent Principals and New Deals award recipients. 

The analysis of the selection process for the two awards helps to provide a 

better understanding on how high performing principals are selected and 

recognised in Malaysia. It further emphasises the opinion of the author that 

principals who are the recipients of both awards could be deemed to be high 

performing. This chapter also analyses key leadership practices which are 

viewed as important and essential from the perspectives of the policymakers, 

via the ministry officials as well as the policy documents. The key leadership 

practices highlighted in the analysis of the interviews and documents may 

indicate leadership practices which could be essential for high performing 

principals.  

The first phase employed a qualitative method of inquiry. Data obtained in this 

qualitative phase include findings from interviews as well as documentary 

analysis. Semi-structured interviews were carried out with three Ministry of 

Education officials who were directly involved in the selection process of 

identifying principals for the Excellent Principals award and the New Deals 

award. The interview findings are supported by, and integrated with, the 

analysis of important documents pertaining to the selection process of both 

Excellent Principals and New Deals awards’ recipients. The inclusion of 

documents in this phase of the study allows the author to complement the data 

obtained from the interviews. In addition, the analysis of the documents related 

to the selection process of excellent principals is carried out to ascertain what 

the key selection criteria are, and whether these aspects were emphasised by 

the interview participants.  



126 
 

Demographic Data of the Interview Participants 

Three participants working with three different divisions of the Ministry of 

Education Malaysia were selected for the interviews. All three officials are 

considered key senior managers in their respective divisions based on their 

current positions, service grades and portfolio or job scope. They have been 

selected purposively based on their senior positions. The demographic 

features of the three interviewees are shown in Table 4.1. 

Interviewee 
Division and its 
responsibility 

Position Grade Gender 

MoE A Schools Management 

Division (BPSH) – Leads the 

committee for the selection 

process of Excellent 

Principals  

Senior 

Principal 

Assistant 

Director 

DG52 M 

MoE B Performance and Delivery 

Unit (PADU) – Oversees the 

implementation of the 

Malaysian Education 

Blueprint  

Executive 

Director 

JUSA 

C 

F 

MoE C Schools Inspectorate and 

Quality Assurance Division 

(JNJK) – Leads the 

verification team for the 

selection process of New 

Deals recipients 

Principal 

Assistant 

Director 

DG52 M 

Table 4.1: Demographic data of the interview participants  

Documents Used  

As highlighted in Table 3.5 of the previous chapter, several official documents 

were purposively selected for analysis. The analysis of documents aims at 
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gaining added perspectives on the key selection process of Excellent 

Principals and New Deals Recipients, as well as complementing the interview 

data. The documentary analysis would enable a better understanding of the 

parameters used for selecting Excellent Principals and New Deals award 

recipients which might not be addressed in the interviews.  

Findings  

As elucidated in Chapter 3, the interviews and documents were subjected to 

thematic analysis. Themes which have been considered as ‘a priori’, such as 

the selection process of Excellent Principals and New Deals award recipients, 

as well as the roles played by the Ministry’s officials, are presented first. This 

is followed by analysis of emerging themes that include the leadership 

practices which are deemed high performing from the perspectives of the 

policymakers.  

The roles of the divisions in selecting the Excellent Principals and the New 

Deals award recipients 

The Excellent Principals award was first introduced in 1994 as part of the 

government’s initiative to reward principals who were deemed high performing 

as well as “improving the progression opportunities for principals” (Ministry of 

Education, 2013: 5-16). Being a highly centralised and structured organisation, 

the task of administering the selection process of Excellent Principals was 

assigned to the Schools Management Division (BPSH). BPSH is designated 

as the secretariat for the selection process. MoE A clarifies: 

Our main role as the secretariat for the Excellent Principals 

award is to issue a letter to all schools informing them that the 

Ministry is offering the position of excellent principals. Once 

the application period is closed, we would process the 

application forms. The process entirely is quite confidential, 

that  is why I do not involve many people when processing the 

applications. (MoE A)  
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The introduction of the New Deals award in 2010 created another opportunity 

for principals who are deemed high performing to be accorded such 

recognition. The task of overseeing the implementation of the New Deals 

award was allotted to the Performance and Management Unit (PADU) while 

the Schools’ Inspectorate and Quality Assurance Division (JNJK) was 

assigned with the task of being the secretariat that organises a joint working 

committee in selecting recipients of the New Deals award (Kementerian 

Pendidikan Malaysia, 2014b).  

JNJK is also tasked to visit and verify the shortlisted principals and their 

schools before it could be awarded. MoE C explains: 

Basically, our job is to carry out the verification as one of the 

requisites for the principal to be shortlisted for the incentives. 

(MoE C) 

Whilst the operational aspects of selecting and verifying Excellent Principals 

and the New Deals award recipients are carried out by BPSH and JNJK 

respectively, the Performance and Delivery Unit (PADU) was tasked 

specifically “to drive delivery of all Blueprint initiatives across the Ministry and 

schools” (Ministry of Education, 2013: E-27). MoE B, who is one of the 

executive directors in PADU, clarifies: 

PADU is a performance and delivery unit, so our role is to 

make sure that whatever is planned is also being delivered 

rightly. (MoE B) 

BPSH and JNJK have been part of the Ministry’s divisions since the1950s. 

The former’s central role is to manage over 10,000 schools nationwide, while 

the focus of the latter’s role is on the inspection and quality assurance of 

education in all schools. PADU, on one hand, was established as an oversight 

agency in 2013 to oversee the overall implementation of the MEB. The MEB 

(Ministry of Education, 2013: 8-11) stresses that whilst “PADU play a 
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supporting role, the accountability for delivering [the overall transformation] 

remains with the key people in the Ministry”.  

Selection process for the Excellent Principals and the New Deals award 

The premise of this study identifies principals who are deemed high performing 

as those who have been awarded both the Excellent Principals award and the 

New Deals award. In the introductory chapter, the author highlighted that, 

while these two awards are different in nature, their objective is rather similar, 

namely, to recognise principals who are able to demonstrate performance 

which is exceptional compared to that of their peers. The analysis of the 

selection process for both awards helps to address the premise of this study 

and will also answer the first research question of this study: How are 

principals deemed high performing identified and selected? 

Selection process for the Excellent Principals  

The interview with MoE A indicates that there is no specific circular that 

governs the selection process of Excellent Principals. As MoE A explains:  

For the appointment of Excellent Principals, we do not have a 

dedicated circular but we abide by the selection criteria that 

were approved by the Ministry of Education. (MoE A) 

Although the Excellent Principals award was introduced in 1994, an official 

policy statement was only published by the Ministry of Education in 2013 to 

give details on the selection criteria that govern Excellent Principals. The 

selection criteria that were “approved by the Ministry of Education” (MoE A) 

could be found in the Official Policy Statement on the Implementation of the 

Excellent Principals Award (Bahagian Pengurusan Sekolah Harian, 2013) 

published by the Schools Management Division.  

The analysis of the Official Policy Statement reveals that there are two sets of 

prerequisite requirements which all Excellent Principals candidates would 
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have to adhere to before submitting their application. The requirements are 

presented in Table 4.2. 

Common 
requirement 

i. Achieved an excellent level of performance based on 
the annual appraisal review for the past three years 

ii. Free from any disciplinary action 
iii. Declared assets 
iv. Pass MACC integrity screening 
v. Not a loan defaulter/excessive borrower 
vi. Approval from the Head of Department 

Specific 
requirement  

i. Candidates applying for the DG54 Excellent Principal 
position must at present be in the DG52 grade when 
applying 

ii. Candidates applying for the JUSA C Excellent 
Principal must at present be in the DG54 grade when 
applying  

Table 4.2: Common and specific requirement for the Excellent Principals award 
application 

A cross analysis with the MEB reveals that the common requirement for 

selecting Excellent Principals is similar to the new selection criteria for all new 

principals as proposed in the MEB (Ministry of Education, 2013). The only 

difference is that the minimum score of 85% on the annual appraisal review 

marks for the previous three years is specified and required for all new 

principals as stipulated in the MEB. However, the exact score of the annual 

appraisal review or the “level of performance” required for Excellent Principals 

candidates is not explicitly stated. Although the requirement of 85% on the 

annual appraisal review marks was introduced and made compulsory as part 

of the new selection policy for all new principals beginning 2013 (see Ministry 

of Education, 2014: 62), the latest letter of announcement to all principals who 

wish to apply for the Excellent Principals award published by the BPSH in 2017 

has yet to adopt the minimum specific annual appraisal marks in the common 

requirement.  

MoE A clarifies that the allocation of the Excellent Principals award is based 

on the quota agreed upon by the Public Service Departments and the Ministry 

of Education. The selection process of Excellent Principals is only carried out 

when there is a vacancy in the given quota due to other Excellent Principals 
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retiring. Hence, BPSH will only carry out the selection process when there are 

a considerable number of vacant Excellent Principal positions that need to be 

filled, as explained by MoE A: 

The selection process would commence based on the quota 

given. For example, let’s say the existing quota for an 

excellent principal for the grade of JUSA C is 15 at any one 

time, and during that time, only two or three vacant positions 

were made available because of retirement, then we feel that 

it is not quite worth the effort and resources to start the 

selection process only to fill two or three positions. (MoE A)  

In order to understand the quota for excellent principals clearly, the author 

referred to the Education Development Plan 2006 – 2011 report card 

(Kementerian Pelajaran Malaysia, 2008) which explains the exact quota for 

Excellent Principals. A further documentary enquiry reveals the quota system 

for Excellent Principals was increased by the Ministry of Education in 2009 

(BERNAMA, 2009; Kementerian Pelajaran Malaysia, 2008). The current quota 

for excellent principals is presented in Table 4.3. 

Principal Grade Quota 

JUSA C 20 

DG54 475 

DG52 400 

Table 4.3: Quota for Excellent Principals nationwide (Source: BERNAMA, 2009; 
Kementerian Pelajaran Malaysia, 2008)  

Qualified candidates who apply for the Excellent Principals award are 

subjected to a first round of assessment and selection headed by their 

respective state education directors. The candidates are assessed based on 

specific evaluation criteria as presented in Table 4.4.  
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Criteria Proportion of 
score (%) 

i. Last three years of annual appraisal review marks 40 

ii. Academic qualification and length of service 15 

iii. Specific contribution and achievement  20 

iv. Evaluation by panel of assessor *(only to be carried 
out when candidates have succeeded in the first 
round of evaluation) 

25 

Table 4.4: Assessment criteria used for selecting excellent principals (Kementerian 
Pendidikan Malaysia, 2017) 

MoE A believes the professional contributions of the candidates in their field 

of principalship have a significant impact when assessments of the candidates 

are carried out: 

The most significant criterion that we assess is how much the 

principal has contributed and to what level is the contribution. 

(MoE A) 

In order to understand the significance of “the level of contribution” (MoE A), a 

cross-reference with the assessment criteria contained in the Official Policy 

Statement on the Implementation of the Excellent Principals Award (Bahagian 

Pengurusan Sekolah Harian, 2013) document was carried out. The analysis 

reveals that there are seven different levels of contribution on which the 

candidates are assessed. The seven levels are: 

• professional contribution in academia;  

• consultancy to peers;  

• research and development;  

• membership in professional bodies;  

• awards received based on the contributions given;  

• contributions to the schools’ co-curricular achievement; and,  

• contributions to the schools’ academic achievement.  

The candidates who have successfully passed the first round of assessment 

will then be visited and observed by a panel of assessors: 
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So the first aspect that we assess of that candidate is 

leadership. Then we would assess how the principal manages 

the school’s finances, [and] his or her involvement in the 

school’s academic and extra-curricular performance. (MoE A)  

The author probed further into the focus of ‘leadership’ as stated by MoE A. 

However, he briefly (without being specific) explained that the panel of 

assessors would evaluate general leadership skills and attributes. A cross-

reference with the assessment criteria, (specifically stated in the latest letter 

of notification of vacant excellent principal positions), reveals that there are 

nine overall aspects which the candidates are evaluated upon by the panel of 

assessors. These include:  

• curriculum management; 

• students’ affairs management; 

• co-curricular management; 

• human resource management; 

• financial management; 

• administrative skills; 

• public relations; 

• personal quality; and, 

• principalship skills.  

Due to the sensitivity of the specific content of the school visit assessment, 

MoE A declined to elaborate on the specific focus of each of the nine 

components. Six out the nine criteria suggests that the emphasis on evaluation 

by the evaluators are in the area management.  

As the next selection step, the overall results of the evaluation and assessment 

of the Excellent Principals candidates, which includes the school visit 

observation, is taken into consideration by the secretariat before a shortlist of 

candidates is produced. The list of the shortlisted candidates is then submitted 

to the Director General of the Malaysia Ministry of Education for further 

approval: 
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The shortlist is based on the quota of Excellent Principals that 

are being made available for that year. For instance, if the 

quota needs 10, we will shortlist 15 candidates. However, we 

also have to ensure that the shortlisted candidates are 

approved by the Director General of Education. Any changes 

to the list of candidates suggested by the Director General will 

be taken into account and we will come up with a revised 

shortlist. But rarely this happens. (MoE A)  

Next, the approved and revised shortlist will be passed to the Human 

Resources Division of the Ministry. The Human Resources Division will carry 

out background checks on the candidates. The background check is carried 

out to ensure that the candidates are free from any recorded history of 

misconduct: 

Once the candidates have gone through the background 

checks, the candidates will be requested to attend an 

interview chaired by the Director General of Education. (MoE 

A) 

The Director General of Education, with the consultation of the other panel of 

interviewers, would finalise and select the candidates for the award. 

Successful candidates will then be notified by BPSH. 

Selection process for the New Deals awards recipients 

Whilst the selection of Excellent Principals is carried out based on an agreed 

quota nationwide, the New Deals award is given to any principals and schools 

that show exceptional performance on a yearly basis. The New Deals initiative 

was designed to improve overall student outcomes throughout the system by 

incentivising principals to innovate, improve upon and deliver high 

performance in the schools they lead (Ministry of Education, 2013). The 

Service Circular on the implementation of the New Deals award (Kementerian 

Pendidikan Malaysia, 2014b) states that this award was introduced as a form 
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of acknowledgement of the important role that principals play in improving and 

sustaining performance of their schools. The service circular was referred and 

analysed together with the interview findings in order to better comprehend the 

selection process of the New Deals award recipients. 

The eligibility of the principals to receive the New Deals award hinges upon 

the composite score9 and the ranking of the school. Unlike the application 

process for Excellent Principals, the Performance and Delivery Unit (PADU) 

would first shortlist schools that would make the first round of selection. New 

Deals recipients can only be considered if the schools have exceeded their 

original targets and the schools have shown significant improvement in the 

overall ranking of the schools (Kementerian Pendidikan Malaysia, 2014a). 

MoE C states: 

We receive the list from PADU. PADU is responsible for the 

shortlisting of the schools based on the criteria which are: 70% 

of Grade Point Average plus 30% of the score for SKPM10. 

Based on the composite score, they [PADU] will rank and 

band the schools. (MoE C) 

Principals of the schools which have exceeded the target and achieved a 

significant leap in the ranking would then be notified of their eligibility for 

selection by PADU. The Official Guidelines for Awarding New Deals 

(Kementerian Pendidikan Malaysia, 2014a) document states that, a leap of 

200 places in the ranking system would qualify the school to be considered for 

selection. The principals and their schools are then subject to a verification 

                                            
9 Composite score refers to the combination of a 70% grade points average obtained from the results of 
the school’s public examinations and a 30% score obtained from the SKPM assessment tool which is 
completed annually by the principal of the school.  

10 SKPM or the Malaysian Education Quality Standards is a standards’ document that is used as a 
benchmark of the educational quality standards for all Malaysian schools (Hussein, 2013a). The 
document consists of five standards’ elements which are considered important for the school. The 
document also requires all principals to self-assess their performance as well as their schools’ 
performance based on the five standards’ elements (Kementerian Pelajaran Malaysia, 2012).  
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process carried out by the Schools Inspectorate and Quality Assurance 

Division (JNJK).  

MoE C clarifies that, once JNJK has received the shortlist of schools from 

PADU, they would organise a panel of evaluators to evaluate the shortlisted 

schools. The purpose of the verification process is to validate the self-

assessed SKPM score completed by the principals of the schools. MoE C 

explains: 

Our job is to visit the school and verify the schools’ self-

assessed SKPM marks. This is guided by the five elements 

as explained in the standards’ document. (MoE C) 

The verification process allows the principals to be assessed against five 

important elements of standards in SKPM. The verification process 

determines and validates the self-assessed SKPM score completed by the 

principals. The five elements of standards and the proportion of scores for 

each element are shown in Table 4.5. 

Standards’ elements Proportion of 
score (%) 

Leadership and vision of school 10 

Organisational management 15 

Curriculum, co-curricular and students’ affair 
management  

20 

Teaching and learning 20 

Students’ outcome 35 

Table 4.5: Five elements of standards and the proportion of score for each of the 
standard (Source: Kementerian Pelajaran Malaysia, 2012) 

In 1998, the then Director General of Education instructed all principals to 

teach a minimum of five periods per week (Ketua Pengarah Pendidikan 

Malaysia, 1998). The instruction applies to all principals and it is still presently 

in place. The letter of instruction issued by the Director General of Education 

has been adopted as one of the requirements for the principals and schools to 

be considered for the New Deals award. MoE C reaffirms that, apart from the 

verification of SKPM score, the panel of evaluators would also evaluate the 
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principals based on their teaching and learning activities which take place in 

the school. MoE C explains: 

We also evaluate the teaching and learning carried out by the 

principals in their schools because the principals need to 

comply with one of the main requisites for the award which 

states that they must teach a minimum of five periods per 

week…and we must make sure that the minimum teaching 

time is adhered to by the principals. (MoE C) 

The inclusion of the principal’s classroom practice suggests that instructional 

practices, as well as the instructional leadership of the principals, are being 

evaluated. Nonetheless, neither the interviews with MoE C and MoE B nor the 

selection documents explain the essential components for effective 

instructional leaders in the classroom when carrying out the evaluation. In 

addition, key instructional leadership practices, could not really be assessed 

based solely on a minimum of five lesson periods per week.  

Once the verification process is completed, principals must provide evidence 

to qualify them for the final selection phase of the New Deals award. This 

evidence is based on the specific requirement determined by the Ministry of 

Education. The requirements are presented in Table 4.6. 
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Common 
requirement 

i. Achieved a minimum of 90% score on the previous 
year’s annual appraisal review  

ii. Rated ‘good’ in the annual financial performance and 
management review 

iii. Rated ‘good’ in the annual financial audit review 
iv. No prior disciplinary action 

Specific 
requirement  

i. Principals must teach a minimum of five periods per 
week 

ii. Principals of high performing schools must show 
evidence that their schools have exceeded the 
specific high performing school’s key performance 
indicator 

Table 4.6: Common and specific requirement for the New Deals award application 
(Source: Kementerian Pendidikan Malaysia, 2014a; 2014b) 

The final selection process involves a selection committee co-chaired by the 

Secretary General as well as the Director General of the Ministry. Candidates 

who have provided evidence that they fulfil the common and specific 

requirements set out for the award, in addition to the ability to justify the self-

assessed SKPM score to the satisfaction of the panel of assessors, shall be 

recommended for the New Deals award.  

As one of the policymakers in the Ministry, PADU understands the meticulous 

process of selecting the recipients of the New Deals award. MoE B states that: 

The principals who are shortlisted for the New Deals award 

have to go through an all-round selection process. First, they 

have to prove that they can transform the school and they can 

improve the school’s performance. That is why we have 

decided that the ability of the principal to improve the school’s 

ranking is considered as one of the main criteria for selection. 

(MoE B)  

In addition, MoE B agrees that the verification process carried out by the JNJK 

is all-encompassing because the instrument used for verification is the SKPM, 

believed to be “a holistic assessment tool” (MoE B).  
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Differences in the selection processes for the two awards 

The main difference in terms of the selection practice for Excellent Principals 

award recipients and their New Deals counterparts is the initial opportunity 

afforded to the principals themselves. For example, principals who are 

interested in applying to become an Excellent Principal are able to do so once 

the application period is open. However, all Excellent Principals’ candidates 

are still subjected to an early stage of selection and endorsement conducted 

by their respective State Education Directors.  

Conversely, principals who wish to compete for the New Deals award would 

only be able to do so once their schools are shortlisted based on the aggregate 

composite score; hence the eligibility even to be considered for the award is 

not within their control but hinges upon other external factors such as the 

schools’ ranking. In addition, schools are only considered for the New Deals 

awards if they have been shortlisted by PADU. 

The interviews also suggest that the respective overseers of these two awards 

have differing opinions when asked about the similarities or differences in the 

selection processes of Excellent Principals and the New Deals award. For 

example, MoE B argues that the selection process for Excellent Principals is 

not as comprehensive as the selection process for New Deals award 

recipients: 

…the assessment for Excellent Principals is done at that time 

and at that moment…selecting excellent principals is just 

through a process determined by a one-time observation, the 

process to me is not valid and reliable enough. (MoE B)  

MoE B maintains that the instrument used in the assessment and verification 

of New Deals recipient is “holistic”. In addition, MoE B believes that JNJK’s 

inspection allows for the overall performance of the principals, as well as the 

schools, to be assessed comprehensively.  
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The selection process for the New Deals award is criticised by MoE A because 

of the absence of the interview component. Excellent Principals candidates 

who have succeeded to the final stage have to go through an interview with a 

panel chaired by the Director General of Education. As MoE A recalls: 

Excellent Principal candidates need to be interviewed at the 

final stage; they must prove to the panel of interviewers 

chaired by the Director General of Education that they are 

worthy of the award as compared to other candidates. This is 

because the award is given based on a set quota per year and 

sometimes the quota available is very few and therefore 

competition is very tight. (MoE A)  

Analysis of the selected documents further expands the understanding of the 

differences between the selection processes of those two awards. The 

documents that guide the selection process of each award respectively reveal 

one significant difference pertaining to the annual appraisal review score. 

Whilst the annual appraisal review is mandatory for both awards, the minimum 

score that qualifies the candidate to apply for the Excellent Principals award is 

not clearly specified. Further examination of the documents reveals that, 

although the minimum appraisal score is not explicitly stated for all excellent 

principals’ candidates, the biggest proportion of marks is given to the annual 

appraisal review which accounts for 40% of the total evaluation score, as 

compared to the other three components (see Table 4.4). This indicates that 

the performance of the candidates, as reflected in their annual appraisal 

review score, is one of the biggest features when selecting Excellent 

Principals. On the other hand, principals who are vying for the New Deals 

award must score a minimum of 90% on the annual appraisal review. This is 

5% more than the score required for all new incoming principals, as suggested 

by the MEB (Ministry of Education, 2013).  

Despite the differing opinions on which selection process is better, all interview 

participants agree that recognition, in this case through the New Deals awards 

and the Excellent Principals award, is needed for high performing principals 
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who show greater qualities and capabilities as compared to their peers. The 

analysis also suggests that, despite the differences in the selection processes 

for the two awards, the performance of the principals, and how they guide their 

schools’ achievements, are key markers for both awards. The selection 

process for both awards, which are quite lengthy and involve multiple stages, 

would give weight to the premise that Excellent Principals who are also 

recipients of the New Deals award could indeed be considered as high 

performing.  

Key leadership practices  

A central aim of this study is to understand key leadership features which are 

associated with the leadership practices of high performing principals. In 

carrying out the analysis, the conception of high performing leadership is first 

examined through the lenses of the policymakers. The analysis then seeks to 

compare the leadership practices which could be considered essential for high 

performing principals, as viewed by the interview participants, with those 

identified in the MEB.  

The definition of high performing leadership at the policy level 

One of the main aims of the MEB is to improve the current education system 

to a level which is “comparable to [any] high performing education system” 

(Ministry of Education, 2013: 2-2). Hence, the terms ‘high performance’ or 

‘high performing’ are highlighted extensively in the MEB. ‘High performance’ 

or ‘high performing’ are used to refer to five different contexts or aspects in the 

MEB. Content analysis was carried out to discover the frequency of the term 

high performing in those different contexts. Table 4.7 shows the number of 

instances that the term ‘high performing’ appears in the MEB. 
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Context Number of times appears/use in 
the Malaysian Education 
Blueprint 

High performing education system 31 

High performing schools 17 

High performing students 10 

High performing leaders 12 

High performing teachers 8 

Table 4.7: Number of times the phrase “high performing” appears in the Malaysian 
Education Blueprint 

The MEB identifies high performing principals or leaders as key to improving 

the schools’ performance. The analysis indicates that the term high performing 

leader, referring specifically to school leaders or principals, is used 12 times in 

the MEB. The analysis also reveals that, while the MEB aspires to have high 

performing principals in all schools, it does not describe clearly how ‘high 

performing principal’ is defined. In the absence of a specific definition of high 

performing leadership, further analysis of the MEB was carried out to ascertain 

any leadership practices, qualities and attributes that directly refer to high 

performing leadership.  

The analysis suggests that one of the qualities that could be attributed to high 

performing principals or leaders relates to the performance of the school. This 

is evident when the MEB states that: “The Ministry aims to ensure that every 

school has a high-performing principal capable of improving the school’s 

performance regardless of its starting point” (Ministry of Education, 2013: 5-

6). Hence, school performance is one of the key qualities that could be 

attributed to high performing principals, as stated in the MEB.  

Analysis of the interviews correspondingly suggests that performance of 

schools is important when acknowledging high performing principals. For 

example, MoE B identifies the performance of the schools as one of the key 

criteria of New Deals recipients: 
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If we look at the school outcomes, they are considered as high 

performing because they can change the school’s 

performance and they can reach certain targets that we have 

set for them to meet. Meeting the targets, I do consider them 

as high performing. (MoE B)  

In addition, MoE A also identifies the performance of schools as one of the key 

criteria for high performing principals. MoE A believes that any school, 

especially the low performing ones, would be able to be turned around if it is 

led by a high performing principal. MoE A claims that a high performing 

principal would push any ailing school to greater heights, by challenging the 

teachers to perform better and to improve the school’s performance together.  

The MEB claims that “research shows that replacing an average principal with 

an outstanding one can improve outcomes by up to 20 percentile points” 

(Ministry of Education, 2013: 5-13)11. MoE A and MoE B correspondingly 

agree that, if a high performing principal is placed in a challenging context, the 

principal would be able to match his performance with the ability to improve 

the school successfully. Despite the assertion in the MEB, and the comments 

made by MoE A and MoE B, there is no official policy of moving high 

performing principals, particularly Excellent Principals or New Deals 

recipients, to low performing schools.  

Instructional leadership 

The MEB maintains that: “In high-performing school systems, principals are 

more than just administrative leaders – they are instructional leaders who 

focus on improving the quality of teaching and learning in their schools” 

(Ministry of Education, 2013: 5-13). Hence, the MEB (Ministry of Education, 

2013: E-24) adopts the belief that in order for “the transformation of the 

Malaysian education system to be effective and sustainable”, schools leaders 

                                            
11 The assertion made in the MEB was based on a meta-analysis of 69 studies on school leadership 
conducted between 1978 and 2001 by Marzano et al. (2005). 
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must, therefore “become excellent instructional leaders and act as agents of 

change”. Instructional leadership, therefore, is given greater focus as 

compared to other leadership practices. This is evident when instructional 

leadership is highlighted 22 times in the MEB, as compared to other leadership 

practices namely administrative leadership (seven times), distributed 

leadership (four times) and transformational leadership (once).  

All interview participants, to some extent, highlight the importance of 

instructional leadership as the main leadership practice. For example, MoE A 

maintains that “an excellent school is always headed by a very good 

instructional leader". MoE A adds: 

When a principal practices good instructional leadership, then 

that principal would be able to lead effectively. In order for a 

school to be excellent, the presence of a good instructional 

leader is very important. If a principal does not practice good 

instructional leadership, it would be difficult for them to lead 

the teaching and learning in the school and indirectly, the 

teachers would not be able to learn much from the principal. 

(MoE A) 

MoE C expresses a similar sentiment on the need for principals to lead 

teaching and learning as they are the role models for teachers in schools. MoE 

C adds that high performing principals should also be able to “come up with 

new ideas, be innovative and motivating the teachers…[as well as] introducing 

new ways of teaching and learning and especially introducing 21st-century 

skills to the teachers”. Likewise, MoE B asserts that principals “need to know 

and possess the ability to become instructional leaders”. MoE B also identifies 

instructional leadership as an effective practice when schools need to be 

improved academically. MoE B adds that, when improvement requires the 

content of the teaching and learning to be amended, “then they [the principal] 

should focus on instructional leadership”.  
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Administrative leadership  

The analysis of the MEB identified administrative leadership as the second 

most frequently mentioned leadership practice. However, references to 

administrative leadership in the MEB are mostly made in comparison with 

instructional leadership. This is evident when administrative leadership is 

pictured as less effective than instructional leadership in four different places 

in the MEB. Whilst the interviews with the Ministry officials did not elicit any 

references to administrative leadership, the analysis of the selection process 

of Excellent Principals indicates that administrative and managerial skills are 

overwhelmingly adopted as the key aspects assessed by the panel of 

evaluators. For example, based on the components of assessing Excellent 

Principals candidates during the school visit, up to 50% of the overall 

assessment is allocated to administrative and management skills.  

Transformational and distributed leadership 

Whilst other leadership features, notably transformational and distributed 

leadership, are given lesser focus than instructional leadership in the MEB, the 

interviews indicate otherwise. Analysis of the interview responses reveals that 

the conception of high performing principals rests in the ability of the principal 

to lead the transformation of the schools. For example, MoE B believes that a 

high performing principal is somebody who is “able to transform the 

performance of the school”. MoE C echoes this sentiment, that principals who 

are able to transform the performance of schools are considered as high 

performing. 

The MEB asserts that education systems “that improve rapidly place strong 

transformational leaders in the most pivotal roles at every level in the 

education system, be it national, state, district, or educational institution” 

(Ministry of Education, 2013: 8-10). This belief, therefore, supports MoE B’s 

view that transformation of any schools could only be achieved by the 

transformational practices of the principals: 



146 
 

…if the schools need transformation or to be transformed, I 

guess the principals should have the knowledge of 

transformational leadership. (MoE B)  

MoE B adds that transformation of the school does not only focus on one 

particular area, such as academic performance, but it must include “the whole 

transformation of the school”. MoE B emphasises that the ability of a high 

performing principal to transform the school would ultimately lead to all 

students benefiting from the transformation. Drawing on the aspiration of the 

MEB, MoE B supports the notion that if principals “are able to turn over the 

school and transform the school, they have actually achieved the aspiration of 

the MEB and that principal could be considered as high performing” (MoE B).  

One of the qualities that would enable leaders to enact transformational 

leadership is the ability to motivate and inspire people to do what needs to be 

done in order to achieve the goals. This is reflected in the interview when MoE 

A believes that a good principal is able to challenge his subordinates to 

perform better, as well as sustaining the excellence of the school. MoE A 

explains that principals who are able to challenge their subordinates to change 

would ultimately contribute to the success of the schools. In addition, MoE A 

considers that the “principal who dares to change and motivate their teachers” 

is more effective as compared to principals who wish to be “populist”.  

Elements of distributed leadership are also highlighted in the interview with 

MoE B, who maintains that the relationship between principals and their 

subordinates is paramount because principals rely on their teachers and 

support staff to manage the schools. MoE B stresses that any high performing 

principals are not able to function well if they do not have the support of their 

subordinates. MoE B points out that any principals “can't be high performing if 

they do not have team work from their subordinates and their teachers”. The 

MEB acknowledges the need for principals to move “away from the idea of 

one of heroic leadership to one of distributed leadership” (Ministry of 

Education, 2013: 5-13). However, “the transition towards a distributed 

leadership model involving assistant principals and subject heads” (Ministry of 
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Education, 2013: 5-16) will only be implemented and focused upon in Wave 2 

of the MEB.  

The importance of understanding key leadership practices 

The analysis of the interviews also suggests that focusing on one leadership 

practice or model is not sufficient. However, of all the three interview 

participants, only MoE B reflects the need for high performing principals to 

“have to know and understand other kinds of leadership because instructional 

leadership alone is not enough”. MoE B adds that: 

…principals need to exhibit more characteristics of an 

instructional leader and, at the same time, they need to have 

other kinds of leadership. (MoE B) 

MoE B also argues that:  

…it doesn't necessarily mean that one leadership is effective 

because they need to combine the leadership practices. The 

emphasis on the type of leadership depends on the principal 

themselves; they should know better what works. They should 

be more flexible and not be using one type of leadership. (MoE 

B) 

Despite recognising that many types of leadership practices are relevant in 

schools, MoE B insists that principals should be aware of the differing 

situations in schools before applying one type of leadership practice. 

Overview  

This chapter analyses the interview findings of three senior Ministry of 

Education personnel, linked to key documents, notably the MEB as well as 

documents pertaining to the selection process for the Excellent Principals and 

New Deals awards. Several conclusions can be drawn from the analysis. First, 

the process of selecting both the Excellent Principals and the New Deals 
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award recipients involves several stages. As a result, the principals (including 

all the principals who were purposively selected for this study) have 

experienced two different selection processes to qualify them for the two 

awards. Although the selection process for the two awards is different, the 

objectives of the awards are similar, namely, to recognise the performance of 

the principals at the highest level. The multi-layered selection process of those 

awards would lend credibility to the premise of this study, which identifies 

Excellent Principals who are also New Deals recipients as high performing.  

Another conclusion that arises from the analysis involves leadership practices 

of principals identified at the policy level. The MEB identified four leadership 

practices in which the focus is very much given to instructional leadership as 

compared to distributed, transformational and administrative leadership. The 

Ministry’s officials, on the other hand, focused more on instructional leadership 

and transformational leadership as the two practices which are essential for 

principals in Malaysia. In addition, one of the Ministry’s officials also 

acknowledged distributed leadership as an important practice for high 

performing principals.  

The analysis has aided the author to better understand the process involved 

when selecting principals who are deemed high performing via the Excellent 

Principals award and the New Deals award. The analysis of the interviews and 

the documents also contributes towards understanding the key leadership 

parameters essential for high performing principals, from the perspective of 

policymakers. The key leadership features identified in the interviews, linked 

to those identified in the selection process, are discussed and synthesised 

together with other data in the penultimate chapter. The next chapter presents 

findings from the surveys of teachers and principals.  
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Chapter 5 – Quantitative Findings and Analysis – Phase II 

Introduction 

In the previous chapter, the analysis focused on the selection process of 

principals who are deemed high performing via the Excellent Principals and 

New Deals awards. This chapter presents the analysis of the data pertaining 

to the second phase of this study, which was obtained through a quantitative 

method of inquiry. This method enabled the author to provide evidence of 

those leadership practices of the principals which were most observed by the 

principals themselves as well as by their teachers. These leadership practices 

were confined to the leadership components or domains produced by the 

Leadership Practices Inventory (LPI) and the Principal Instructional 

Management Rating Scale (PIMRS).  

Within the scope of this study, the demographic data of the respondents, 

especially the position, grades of service and years of experience, were 

recognised as a critical source of information. Hence, the analysis seeks to 

determine if the selected demographic variables had any impact on the 

perceived leadership practices of the principals. For example, the analysis was 

extended to identify any significant differences in the principals’ leadership 

practices as perceived by their teachers based on the teachers’ position. The 

finding was particularly useful, as the position of the teachers was also 

adopted when selecting the respondents in the qualitative phase of this study. 

Hence, the perception of the leadership practices as viewed by the teachers 

with different positions held in their schools, was later compared with the 

interview findings in the discussion chapter.  

The selected demographic variables chosen for analysis were restricted to 

only the principals’ grades of services and years served as principals. In 

addition, the teachers’ current position in the schools was also considered as 

another demographic variable for analysis. The reason that this study limits 

the analysis to the aforementioned demographic variables is because of the 

sheer volume of data that would be generated should other demographic 
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variables such as gender and academic qualifications of principals and 

teachers be included in the in this study. In addition, given the limited space of 

this study, consideration was given to the qualitative analysis which follows in 

the next chapter. Nevertheless, other demographic variables, in particular 

gender, could be looked into further in future studies.  

The data obtained from the questionnaires were entered into the statistical 

software IBM SPSS Statistics Version 21 for analysis. This chapter begins with 

an overview of the response rate. This is followed by the descriptive statistics 

of the respondents.  

Response Rate 

The author distributed to the 20-selected high performing schools the following 

questionnaires: 20 LPI principal-copies, 20 PIMRS principal-copies, 300 LPI 

teacher-copies and 300 PIMRS teacher-copies. The response rate of the 

questionnaires is presented in Table 5.1. 

Questionnaire Distributed Returned Response rate 
(%) 

LPI principal-copy 20 18 90 

PIMRS principal-copy 20 18 90 

LPI teacher-copy 300 256 85.33 

PIMRS teacher-copy 300 246 82 

Table 5.1: Response Rate of the LPI and PIMRS questionnaires 

Johnson and Christensen (2008) maintain that response rates of 70% or 

higher are considered acceptable. The response rate for this study indicates 

a high return for all the distributed questionnaires. The high response rate 

could be attributed to the approaches employed by the author when 

administering the questionnaires as suggested by Creswell (2014). Creswell 

(2014) suggests that a pre-notification letter is one effective strategy to inform 

potential respondents of the impending research. When the questionnaires 

were distributed, the author utilised the follow-up procedure through letters 
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and telephone calls to the schools. Creswell (2014) considers this strategy 

useful and complementary to the pre-notification strategy needed to yield a 

good response rate.  

Descriptive Statistics – Demographic Profiles of the Respondents 

The following section analyses the demographic data obtained from the 

questionnaires. The principals and the teachers’ demographics are presented 

separately for ease of reading.  

Principals’ profiles 

The first section of the principal questionnaires consists of demographic 

information. The following section explains the demographic details of the 18 

excellent principals who took part in the survey.  

Grade of service 

Table 5.2 indicates the breakdown of the principals’ profile based on their 

service grade. Of the respondents, 88.9% are of the DG54 grade of service.  

Grade of service N % 

JUSA C 2 11.1 

DG 54 16 88.9 

Total 18 100 

Table 5.2: Principals’ grades of service 
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Gender 

Almost half (44.4%) of the respondents are male while female respondents 

account for more than half (55.6%). This implies a fairly balanced distribution 

of the questionnaires based on the gender of the respondents. Table 5.3 

shows the breakdown of the respondents according to gender. 

Gender n % 

Female 10 55.6 

Male 8 44.4 

Total 18 100 

Table 5.3: Gender demographics of the respondents 

Age12 

The MEB states that the previous “tenure-based appointment of principals has 

resulted in an ageing cohort, with 40% of principals due to retire within the next 

five years” (Ministry of Education, 2013: 5-13). This comment is evident in the 

age distribution of the principals involved in the study. The great majority 

(83.3%) of the respondents are within their last five years of service while 

another 16.7% of the respondents are in the 51 to 55 age bracket. None of the 

respondents is 50 or below. Table 5.4 shows the age breakdown of the 

respondents.  

Age bracket N % 

56 to 60 15 83.3 

51 to 55 3 16.7 

Total 18 100 

Table 5.4: Age demographics of the respondents 

Academic qualifications 

More than half (55.6%) of the respondents hold a master’s degree qualification 

while the remaining group (44.4%) have a bachelor’s degree. Table 5.5 

                                            
12 The compulsory retirement age for all Malaysian civil servants is 60. 
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presents the breakdown of respondents based on their highest academic 

qualifications. 

Qualification N % 

Master’s degree 10 55.6 

Bachelor’s degree 8 44.4 

Total 18 100 

Table 5.5: Academic qualification of the respondents 

Number of years served as principals  

This group of principals is very experienced. Almost half (44.4 %) had served 

as principals for more than 15 years while only two respondents had less than 

ten years’ experience. Table 5.6 shows the overall number of years the 

respondents have worked as principals.  

Number of years of working experience as 
principals 

n % 

More than 15 years 8 44.4 

Between 11 to 14 years 8 44.4 

Between 5 to 10 years 2 11.2 

Total 18 100 

Table 5.6: Overall years of experience as principals  

Teachers’ profiles 

There were 503 responses in total to the teachers’ surveys. Of these, 256 

teachers answered the LPI teacher questionnaire while 246 teachers 

responded to the PIMRS teacher-copy. The following section presents the 

demographic details of the respondents.  

Grade of service  

Table 5.7 shows the comparison of teachers answering the PIMRS teacher-

copy questionnaire with those who answered the LPI teacher-copy 

questionnaire. The table reveals that four responses to the surveys are of the 
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DG54 grade which is the same as most (88.9%) of the principals who 

participated in this study.  

Grade of 
service 

PIMRS teacher-copy LPI teacher-copy Overall 

n % n % n % 

DG 54 1 0.4 3 1.2 4 0.79 

DG 52 4 1.6 7 2.7 11 2.20 

DG 48 73 29.7 63 24.6 136 27.09 

DG 44 93 37.8 89 34.8 182 36.25 

DG 41 71 28.9 91 35.5 162 32.27 

DG 34 4 1.6 3 1.2 7 1.40 

Total 246 100 256 100 502 100 

Table 5.7: Distribution of respondents based on grades of service 

In general, 96.4% of teachers of the grades DG 41 to DG 48 answered the 

PIMRS teacher-copy questionnaire. Similarly, 95.61% of grades DG 41 to DG 

48 answered the LPI teacher-copy form. Figure 5.1 further illustrates the 

comparison of the respondents who answered the questionnaires according 

to the grades of service.  
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 Figure 5.1: Distribution of respondents based on the grades of service 

The frequency of the grade of service of the respondents between the two 

questionnaires is considered fairly evenly distributed. The distribution of 

respondents also indicates that not only were both questionnaires fairly 

distributed in terms of the number of responses, but the grades of service of 

the respondents were also evenly dispersed. 

Position in school13 

Table 5.8 indicates the positions held by the respondents. Almost three-

quarters (72.5%) of the total respondents were ordinary teachers who did not 

hold any leadership positions. A total of 17.4% of the senior leadership team 

members answered the PIMRS teacher-copy questionnaire while 14.9% of 

senior leadership team members answered the LPI teacher-copy 

questionnaire. 

                                            
13 This study identifies assistant principals and heads of department as the senior leadership team 
members of the schools. The subject heads, on the other hand, are considered to be middle-level 
positions. Teachers who are appointed as subject heads are often rotated with their other colleagues in 
a three-year cycle. 
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Position 

PIMRS teacher-
copy 

LPI teacher-
copy 

Overall 

N % n % N % 

Assistant Principal I 3 1.2 4 1.6 7 1.4 

Assistant Principal for 
student affairs 

2 0.8 3 1.2 5 1.0 

Assistant Principal for Co-
Curricular  

5 2.0 4 1.6 9 1.8 

Head of department  33 13.4 27 10.5 60 12.0 

Subject heads  35 14.2 22 8.6 57 11.4 

Teachers  168 68.3 196 76.6 364 72.5 

Total 246 100 256 100 502 100 

Table 5.8: Demographics of respondents based on the position held in schools 

Figure 5.2 further presents a comparison of the respondents who answered 

the questionnaires according to position. The frequency of the positions of the 

respondents between the two questionnaires is considered fairly evenly 

distributed. 

 



157 
 

 

Figure 5.2: Distribution of respondents based on the positions held in schools 

Gender 

Table 5.9 shows that more than half (62%) of the respondents who answered 

the questionnaires were female. A minority (7.17%) of the respondents did not 

indicate their gender. 

Gender 

PIMRS teacher-
copy 

LPI teacher-
copy 

Overall 

n % n % N % 

Female 155 63.0 159 62.1 314 62.55 

Male 76 30.9 76 29.7 152 30.28 

Not stated 15 6.1 21 8.2 36 7.17 

Total 246 100 256 100 502 100 

Table 5.9: Gender demographics of the respondents 
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Age 

Table 5.10 indicates the age distribution of the respondents based on the 

questionnaires answered.  

Age bracket 

PIMRS teacher-
copy 

LPI teacher-
copy 

Overall 

n % n % n % 

56 – 60 7 2.8 5 2.0 12 2.5 

51 – 55 44 17.9 38 14.8 82 16.3 

45 – 50  51 20.7 50 19.5 101 20.1 

41 – 44  20 8.1 29 11.3 49 9.8 

36 – 40  46 18.7 36 14.1 82 16.3 

31 – 35  43 17.5 52 20.3 95 18.9 

24 – 30  35 14.2 46 18.0 81 16.1 

Total 246 100 256 100 502 100 

Table 5.10: Age demographics of the respondents 

Teachers in the age bracket of 45 – 50 were the largest number of respondents 

to answer the PIMRS teacher-copy with a total count of 20.7%. Only a small 

minority (2.8%) of the teachers who answered the PIMRS teacher-copy 

questionnaire belongs to the 56 – 60 age bracket. The largest group of 

respondents answering the LPI teacher-copy could be found in the 31 – 35 

age bracket with the total number of 20.3%. Similar to the PIMRS teacher-

copy, teachers from the age bracket of 56 – 60 years were the least number 

of respondents answering the LPI teacher-copy, at only 2%.  

Academic qualifications 

Table 5.11 indicates that the largest number of respondents answering the LPI 

teacher-copy, and the PIMRS teacher-copy, hold a bachelor’s degree with a 

very similar figure of 88.3% and 88.6% respectively. A total of 10.16% of the 

respondents hold a master’s degree while two respondents are PhD-holders.  
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Qualification 

PIMRS teacher-
copy 

LPI teacher-
copy 

Overall 

n % n % n % 

PhD 1 0.4 1 0.4 2 0.40 

Master’s 25 10.2 26 10.2 51 10.16 

Bachelor’s 218 88.6 226 88.3 444 88.44 

Diploma/ certificate 2 0.8 3 1.2 5 1.0 

Total 246 100 256 100 502 100 

Table 5.11: Academic qualifications of the respondents 

Years of experience 

 Table 5.12 shows the overall years of experience of the respondents. More 

than 19% of teachers with more than 25 years of service responded to the 

PIMRS teacher-copy and LPI teacher-copy questionnaires. However, 

teachers with experience of between 6 to 10 years were the largest group to 

complete the two questionnaires, with 24.8% and 19.9% respectively.  

Number of years 

PIMRS 
teacher-copy 

LPI teacher-
copy 

Overall 

n % n % n % 

More than 25 years 49 19.9 50 19.5 99 19.7 

Between 21 to 24 years 31 12.6 23 9.0 54 10.8 

Between 16 to 20 years  37 15.0 38 14.8 75 14.9 

Between 11 to 15 years  39 15.9 46 18.0 85 16.9 

Between 6 to 10 years  61 24.8 51 19.9 112 22.3 

Between 2 to 5 years  23 9.3 44 17.2 67 13.3 

1 year or less  6 2.4 4 1.6 10 2.0 

Total 246 100 256 100 502 100 

 Table 5.12: Demographics of respondents based on years of experience 
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Principal and Teacher Perceptions of Leadership Practices Based on the 
Mean Scores of the LPI and PIMRS Questionnaires 

Principal perceptions of their leadership as well as teacher views on the 

leadership practices of their principals, as measured through the two 

questionnaires, were tabulated and ranked based on the mean scores 

obtained. As indicated in the methodology chapter, whole scale single scoring 

is not a valid use for either the LPI or the PIMRS. Hence, scores for each of 

the five leadership practices in the LPI are made up of a combination of six 

different questions. On the other hand, five questions make up each of the ten 

instructional leadership practices in the PIMRS.  

Hallinger (2008) asserts that calculating the mean scores for the items that 

comprise each subscale is a useful technique that yields data on the 

perceptions of principals’ leadership practices. Mean scores for the five 

leadership practices of the LPI and ten instructional leadership practices of the 

PIMRS were obtained for analysis. The mean scores were analysed to 

establish the preferred leadership practices enacted by the principals as 

generated by the scores from the two questionnaires respectively. The 

analysis included ranking the leadership practices based on the perceptions 

of the principals as well as their teachers. The mean scores of the principals 

and the teachers were then compared in terms of the ranking of the leadership 

practices as viewed by the principals and teachers respectively. The 

comparison would support any significant trend in terms of which are the most 

performed leadership practices of the principals from the perspectives of the 

principals themselves as well as the teachers. 
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Principals’ leadership practices as rated by principals and teachers on the LPI 
questionnaire 

Table 5.13 ranks the mean scores for each of the five dimensions of the LPI 

as rated by 18 principals. 

Leadership practice Mean SD Min˄ 
score 
given 

% Max˄ 
score 
given 

% Rank 

Encourage the heart 8.96 .956 7.00 16.7 10.00 16.7 1 

Inspire a shared 
vision 

8.86 .693 7.00 16.7 9.00 50.0 2 

Enable others to act 8.85 .779 7.00 16.7 10.00 11.1 3 

Model the Way 8.67 .836 7.00 22.2 10.00 5.6 4 

Challenge the 
process 

8.48 .814 7.00 22.2 9.00 33.3 5 

˄The minimum and maximum score for each of the questions in the LPI questionnaire is 1 (Almost never) 
and 10 (Almost always) respectively.  

Table 5.13: Normative mean scores for the leadership practices as measured by the 
principals on the LPI questionnaire  

Table 5.13 suggests that all of the principals rated themselves highly on all of 

the five leadership practices. None of the principals rated themselves below 

seven on any of the scales in the LPI questionnaire. This indicates that most 

of the leadership practices as stipulated in the LPI were claimed to be carried 

out fairly often by the principals. A minority (5.6% to 16.7%) of the principals 

rated themselves the highest (ten on the scale) on three of the leadership 

practices which were: ‘Encourage the heart’, ‘Enable others to act’ and ‘Model 

the way’. This suggests that these principals claimed to be carrying out these 

three leadership practices almost always.  

The normative mean scores also suggest that the principals rated the 

leadership practice of ‘Encourage the heart’ (M=8.96, SD=0.956) as the most 

performed leadership practice, followed by the ‘Inspire a shared vision’ 

(M=8.86, SD=0.693) leadership practice. The leadership practice of ‘Model the 

way’ (M=8.67, SD=0.836) was ranked the second lowest by the principals 

while ‘Challenge the process’ (M=8.48, SD=0.814) was ranked the lowest of 

all the five leadership practices as measured by the LPI questionnaire.  
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The mean scores for each of the five dimensions of the LPI as rated by 256 

teachers are ranked in Table 5.14.  

Leadership practice Mean SD Min˄ 
score 
given 

% Max˄ 
score 
given 

% Rank 

Inspire a shared vision 7.34 1.773 2.00 0.8 10.00 1.6 1 

Enable others to act 7.25 1.767 2.00 2.0 10.00 0.8 2 

Challenge the process 7.11 1.773 2.00 1.6 10.00 2.0 3 

Encourage the heart 7.06 1.872 1.00 0.4 10.00 1.2 4 

Model the Way 7.04 1.801 1.00 0.4 10.00 0.8 5 
˄The minimum and maximum score for each of the question in the LPI questionnaire is 1 (Almost never) 
and 10 (Almost always) respectively.  

Table 5.14: Normative mean scores for the leadership practices of the principals as 
measured by their teachers on the LPI questionnaire  

The mean scores presented in Table 5.14 appear to suggest that the teachers 

rated their principals much lower than the principals rated themselves. The 

minimum scores given by the teachers were one and two which suggests that 

a small number (0.4%) of the teachers also rated their principals as almost 

never or rarely enacting the leadership practices as stipulated in the LPI. 

Conversely, a small number (0.8% to 2%) of the teachers rated their principals 

as almost always enacting the leadership practices as stipulated on the LPI 

questionnaire.  

The normative mean scores for each of the five leadership practices indicate 

that ‘Inspire a shared vision’ (M=7.34, SD=1.773) was perceived by the 

teachers as the most performed by the principals. The teachers also identified 

‘Enable others to act’ (M=7.25, SD=1.767) as the second most attributed 

leadership practices of their principals. The principals’ leadership practice of 

‘Model the way’ (M=7.04, SD=1.801) was perceived by the teachers to be 

enacted the least. ‘Model the way’ requires the leaders to set personal 

examples that are exemplary to their subordinates. Although this leadership 

practice was perceived by the teachers as the least practised by the principals, 

the mean score of 7.04 still denotes that this practice is carried out fairly often 

by the principals.  
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The findings obtained from the normative mean scores are summarised in 

Table 5.15 to further illustrate the comparison of the leadership practices of 

the principals as viewed by them, as well as perceived by their teachers. 

Leadership practice 
Rated by Principals Rated by Teachers 

Mean Rank Mean Rank 

Encourage the heart 8.96 1 7.06 4 

Inspire a shared vision 8.86 2 7.34 1 

Enable others to act 8.85 3 7.25 2 

Model the way 8.67 4 7.04 5 

Challenge the process 8.48 5 7.11 3 

Table 5.15: Comparison of the normative mean scores of the principals’ leadership 
practices as measured by the principals and teachers on the LPI questionnaire 

The comparison table generated by the mean rankings of both principals and 

teachers suggests that all principals rated themselves higher on all five of the 

leadership practices as compared to how the teachers rated them. The high 

mean scores of between 8.48 to 8.96 for the five leadership practices, as rated 

by the principals, imply that they consider themselves to be performing those 

leadership practices regularly. However, the lower mean scores of between 

7.04 to 7.34 indicate that the teachers observe their principals as carrying out 

those five leadership practices fairly often. This indicates that the principals 

believed that they performed the leadership practices as stipulated in the LPI 

questionnaire more often than the teachers believed their principals were 

performing these practices.  

The findings indicate comparatively high mean scores for both ‘Enable others 

to act’ and ‘Inspire a shared vision’ as rated by principals and teachers. ‘Enable 

others to act’ and ‘Inspire a shared vision’ were both ranked in the top three 

leadership practices by the principals and the teachers. ‘Enable others to act’ 

links to distributed leadership practices. The data suggest that both principals 

and teachers view this leadership practice as strongly manifested. The 

delegation of tasks to teachers is presumed to be constantly carried out by the 

principals due to the nature of high performing schools which require 

continuous efforts from all parties to maintain its high performing status. 
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Hence, the effective way to maintain the performativity of the school is through 

the collective effort of all teachers and, in doing so, principals must trust their 

teachers to carry out their tasks without any reservations.  

‘Inspire a shared vision’ is closely linked to the ‘building a school vision’ 

component of transformational leadership, as suggested by Leithwood and 

Jantzi (2000). Both principals and teachers view maintaining and sharing a 

vision as an important element in the practice of principals who are deemed 

high performing. This practice requires the principals to formulate and execute 

the vision so that it would be beneficial for the school’s long-term success. The 

high means obtained from both principals and teachers for this leadership 

practice could be because 88% of these principals had been serving for more 

than 10 years. The number of years of experience would possibly have a 

significant impact on developing a long-term vision throughout their long 

tenure as principals. Hence the principals place a high value in delivering the 

vision as a means for the school to succeed.   

The data also suggest that principals and teachers seem to view the 

leadership practice of ‘Model the way’ as the least practised variable compared 

to other five practices. The mean scores obtained from the principals rank this 

particular leadership practice fourth while the mean scores obtained from the 

teachers placed this leadership practice last. The basic tenets surrounding 

‘Model the way’ concern the ways leaders create examples which will directly 

influence others to follow. Nonetheless, given the high mean scores of this 

practice, it is considered that this practice is highly visible from both the 

principals and teachers. 
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Principals’ instructional leadership practices as rated by principals and 
teachers based on the PIMRS questionnaire 

The mean scores for each of the ten instructional leadership functions or 

practices, as rated by the 18 principals, are presented in Table 5.16. 

Instructional Leadership 
practice 

Mean SD Min˄ 
score 
given 

% Max˄ 
score 
given 

% Rank 

Communicate the school’s 
goals 

4.71 .345 4.00 61.1 5.00 38.9 1 

Framing the school’s goals 4.63 .324 4.00 77.8 5.00 22.2 2 

Promote professional 
development 

4.60 .376 4.00 66.7 5.00 33.3 3 

Monitor students’ progress 4.60 .400 3.00 3.8 5.00 27.8 4 

Coordinate the curriculum 4.45 .320 4.00 88.9 5.00 11.1 5 

Supervise and evaluate 
instruction 

4.42 .405 3.00 5.6 5.00 16.7 6 

Protect instructional time 4.36 .473 3.00 16.6 5.00 5.6 7 

Provide incentives for 
learning 

4.32 .407 3.00 11.1 5.00 5.6 8 

Provide incentives for 
teachers 

4.28 .510 3.00 22.2 5.00 22.2 9 

Maintain high visibility 4.02 .578 3.00 38.9 5.00 11.1 10 
˄The minimum and maximum score for each of the question in the PIMRS questionnaire is 1 (Almost 
never) and 5 (Almost always) respectively.  

Table 5.16: Normative mean scores for the leadership practices as measured by the 
principals on the PIMRS questionnaire  

The mean scores for all ten instructional leadership practices indicate that the 

principals rated themselves to be performing instructional leadership practices 

frequently, as measured by the PIMRS questionnaire. Between 3.8% to 38.9% 

of the principals rated themselves with a minimum score of three on six of the 

instructional leadership practices, which implies that they carry out those 

instructional leadership practices sometimes. Similarly, between 5.6% to 

38.9% of the principals claimed to be ‘almost always’ carrying out the 

instructional leadership practices as measured on the PIMRS questionnaire. 

The analysis also indicates that none of the principals had rated themselves 
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as ‘almost never’ or ‘seldom’ performing any of the instructional leadership 

practices as stipulated in the PIMRS questionnaire.  

‘Communicate the school goals’ (M=4.71, SD=0.345) was claimed to be the 

top instructional leadership practice enacted by the principals. Of all the 

principals, 38.9% rated themselves as almost always performing this 

dimension of instructional leadership practices. This is followed by ‘Framing 

the school’s goals’ (M=4.63, SD=0.324). Even though the instructional 

leadership practices of ‘Promote professional development’ (M=4.60, 

SD=0.400) and ‘Monitor students’ progress’ (M=4.60, SD=0.320) share the 

same mean, the former was ranked third based on the larger number of 

principals (33.3%) who had rated themselves to be performing this practice 

‘almost always’. In addition, the minimum score rated on the ‘Promote 

professional development’ practice was four, which indicates that two-thirds 

(66.7%) of the principals claim to carry out this particular instructional 

leadership practice frequently. In addition, a small number (3.8%) of the 

principals indicated that they perform the ‘Monitor students’ progress’ 

leadership practice sometimes, with only 27.8% of the principals suggesting 

that they were carrying out this practice almost all the time.  

Ranked sixth to tenth respectively were the instructional leadership practices 

of ‘Supervise and evaluate instruction’ (M=4.42), SD=0.405), ‘Protect 

instructional time’ (M=4.36, SD=0.473), ‘Provide incentives for learning’ 

(M=4.32, SD=0.407), ‘Provide incentives for teachers’ (M=4.28, SD=0.510), 

and ‘Maintain high visibility’ (M=4.02, SD=0.578). The data also appear to 

suggest that the instructional practice of maintaining high visibility was the 

least enacted. This is indicated by a large number of principals (38.9%) who 

claim to be performing this practice sometimes while only 11.1% of the 

principals reported performing this practice ‘almost always’.  

Table 5.17 ranks the mean scores of the instructional leadership practices of 

the principals as perceived by the teachers. 
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Instructional Leadership 
practice 

Mean SD Min˄ 
score 
given 

% Max˄ 
score 
given 

% Rank 

Communicate the school’s 
goals 

4.23 .562 2.00 0.4 5.00 19.1 1 

Framing the school’s goals 4.17 .617 1.00 0.4 5.00 15.4 2 

Promote professional 
development 

3.98 .738 1.00 2.0 5.00 11.8 3 

Monitor students’ progress 3.97 .674 1.00 0.4 5.00 10.2 4 

Coordinate the curriculum 3.88 .668 1.00 0.8 5.00 4.5 5 

Protect instructional time 3.85 .682 1.00 1.2 5.00 5.7 6 

Provide incentives for 
learning 

3.82 .798 1.00 2.4 5.00 13.4 7 

Supervise and evaluate 
instruction 

3.69 .649 1.00 0.8 5.00 1.6 8 

Provide incentives for 
teachers 

3.52 .846 1.00 6.5 5.00 2.8 9 

Maintain high visibility 3.28 .753 1.00 5.2 5.00 0.4 10 
˄The minimum and maximum score for each of the question in the PIMRS questionnaire is 1 (Almost 
never) and 5 (Almost always) respectively.  

Table 5.17: Normative mean scores for the instructional leadership practices of the 
principals as measured by their teachers on the PIMRS questionnaire 

The data generated in Table 5.17 suggest that a very small proportion (0.4% 

to 6.5%) of the teachers indicated that their principals had ‘almost never’ 

performed nine out of ten instructional leadership practices as stipulated in the 

PIMRS. Hence the minimum score of one appeared in all but one 

(Communicate the school’s goals) of the instructional leadership practices 

score. The mean scores also suggest that, apart from ‘Communicate the 

school’s goals’ and ‘Framing the school goals’, all of the other eight 

instructional leadership practices had mean scores between 3.28 and 3.98. 

This indicates that the teachers generally perceived their principals as carrying 

out those eight instructional leadership practices ‘sometimes’ rather than 

‘frequently’ or ‘almost always’. 

The means scores also imply that the principals’ instructional leadership 

practice of ‘Communicate the school’s goals’ (M=4.25, SD=0.561) was 

claimed as the most performed leadership practices by the teachers. A closer 
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look at the data indicates that none of the teachers had rated their principals 

as ‘almost never’ performing the ‘Communicate the school goals’ instructional 

leadership practice. Nevertheless, a low total of 0.4% of the teachers had rated 

their principals as carrying out this particular practice infrequently. On the other 

hand, 19.1% of the teachers had rated their principals as almost always 

performing the ‘Communicate the school goals’ practice. This represents the 

largest response on the maximum scale of the PIMRS as compared to the 

other nine instructional leadership practices.  

The mean scores and ranking of the instructional leadership practices also 

show that ‘Framing the school’s goals’ (M=4.17, SD=0.617), ‘Promote 

professional development’ (M=3.98, SD=0.738), ‘Monitor students’ progress’ 

(M=3.97, SD=0.674) and ‘Coordinate the curriculum’ (M=3.88, SD= 0.668) 

were ranked among the highest by the teachers.  

Conversely, the instructional leadership practices of ‘Provide incentives for 

teachers’ (M=3.52, SD=0.846) and ‘Maintain high visibility’ (M=3.28, 

SD=0.754) were ranked the lowest by the teachers. A small minority (5.2% to 

6.5%) of the teachers indicated that their principals had never performed these 

two leadership practices respectively. The percentage of teachers’ responses 

also suggests that these two leadership practices had attracted the most 

number of minimum ratings of 1 (‘almost never’) as compared to the responses 

given to the other eight instructional leadership practices. In addition, ‘Maintain 

high visibility’ also attracted the least number of teachers (0.4%) who 

perceived that their principals were enacting this particular instructional 

leadership practice as “almost always”.  

The findings obtained from the normative mean scores are summarised in 

Table 5.18 to further illustrate the comparison of the instructional leadership 

practices as viewed by the principals as well as by their teachers. 
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Instructional Leadership 
Practice 

Rated by 
Principals 

Rated by 
Teachers 

Mean Rank Mean Rank 

Communicate the school’s goals 4.71 1 4.23 1 

Framing the school’s goals 4.63 2 4.17 2 

Promote professional 
development 

4.60 3 3.98 3 

Monitor students’ progress 4.60 4 3.97 4 

Coordinate the curriculum 4.45 5 3.88 5 

Supervise and evaluate 
instruction 

4.42 6 3.69 8 

Protect instructional time 4.36 7 3.85 6 

Provide incentives for learning 4.32 8 3.82 7 

Provide incentives for teachers 4.28 9 3.52 9 

Maintain high visibility 4.02 10 3.28 10 

Table 5.18: Comparison of the normative mean scores of the principals’ leadership 
practices as measured by the principals and teachers on the PIMRS questionnaire 

Table 5.18 shows that teachers rated their principals as performing the 

instructional leadership practices to a lesser extent than did their principals. 

This would suggest that principals claimed that they were performing the 

instructional leadership practices more often than was perceived by the 

teachers. This trend is similar to the LPI questionnaire in which the principals 

had rated themselves higher on all of the five leadership practices compared 

to the teachers. The evidence of higher mean scores, as rated by the 

principals, indicates that they associate their leadership roles and practices 

closely with instructional leadership. However, teachers did not rate their 

principals to be carrying out theses instructional leadership practices 

frequently, apart from ‘Communicate the school’s goals’ and ‘Framing the 

school’s goals’. This may suggest that principals and teachers recognise the 

importance of the instructional leadership practices of communicating and 

framing the schools’ goals. 

Interestingly, the five top instructional leadership practices of the principals as 

perceived by the teachers are exactly the same as the ranking of the 
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instructional leadership practices by the principals themselves. This suggests 

that principals and teachers share the same view on the extent to which these 

five instructional leadership practices were performed by the principals, 

although teacher ratings were lower than those of the principals.  

A closer look at the top two instructional leadership practices, as rated by the 

teachers and principals, namely, ‘Communicate the school’s goals’ and 

‘Framing the school’s goals’, suggests that goal setting and achieving goals 

are perceived to be paramount for principals who are deemed high performing. 

Whilst these two instructional leadership practices fall under the wider 

dimension of ‘Defining the school’s mission’, as suggested by Hallinger and 

Murphy (1985); these two leadership practices also bear a resemblance to the 

components of developing specific goals and priorities under the 

transformational leadership framework proposed by Leithwood and Jantzi 

(2009).  

Despite the reaffirmation of the policy of protecting instructional time, 

published by the Ministry of Education (Kementerian Pendidikan Malaysia, 

2013), the instructional leadership practice of ‘Protect instructional time’ was 

ranked seventh and sixth by the principals and teachers respectively. These 

data give rise to the assumption that, despite the official directive from the 

Ministry of Education for principals and teachers to maintain and protect 

instructional time in all instances, this practice was not considered essential 

enough to be rated highly by either principals or teachers.  

A closer look at the comparison table reveals that the principals’ instructional 

leadership practice of ‘Supervise and evaluate instruction’ was rated lower by 

the teachers as compared to their principals. Essential to this instructional 

leadership practice is the need for the principals to regularly evaluate teachers’ 

instructional activities in the classroom. The evaluation includes informal 

observations and pointing out specific strengths and weaknesses of the 

teachers’ instructional practices. Based on the mean scores of the teachers, 

this specific instructional leadership practice was ranked eighth as compared 
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to the ranking of sixth when based on the mean scores of the principals. The 

difference in the ranking suggests that, whilst the principals indicated that they 

do supervise and evaluate instructional practices of the teachers in the 

classroom, the teachers felt otherwise. This also suggests that, whilst the 

principals felt that they frequently give feedback based on their evaluation of 

teachers’ instructional practices, the teachers indicated this practice occurred 

only sometimes. One possible explanation might be that the teachers have 

limited awareness of any activities outside their own classroom; hence visits 

by principals to teachers in other classrooms may go unnoticed by the 

teachers.  

The data also suggest that principals and teachers comparatively share the 

same opinion on the occasions in which the instructional leadership practices 

of ‘Provide incentives for teachers’ and ‘Maintain high visibility’ were carried 

out by the principals. These two instructional leadership practices were ranked 

ninth and tenth respectively. Some of the aspects covered in the ‘Provide 

incentives for teachers’ practice are acknowledging the good performance of 

the teachers, rewarding teachers with opportunities for professional growth, 

and complimenting teachers for their efforts. Many of the instructional 

practices covered under ‘Provide incentives for teachers’ are reflective of the 

principals’ action in rewarding teachers accordingly. One possible reason for 

the lower mean score of this instructional leadership practice could be the 

overtly dependent view on the annual excellent service award14 as the 

overarching means of providing incentives to teachers. Hence, the practice of 

incentivising teachers beyond selecting teachers for the award was adjudged 

by teachers and principals as something that is quite inconsequential.  

The lowest mean score of the instructional leadership practices encompasses 

the area of visibility. ‘Maintain high visibility’ encompasses taking time to talk 

to teachers and students, visiting classrooms to discuss issues with teachers 

                                            
14 All Malaysian civil servants would be considered for the annual excellent service award which offers 
a certificate of excellence and RM1000.00 in monetary reward. Every year a maximum of 8% of the total 
personnel in the school will receive the award. The award is awarded to teachers and support staff with 
the endorsement and recommendation of the principal.  
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and students, covering classes in the absence of teachers, and providing 

direct tutoring to students. As the mean scores indicate, both principals and 

teachers felt that this instructional leadership practice was considered the least 

performed by the principals. Perhaps this could be attributed to the fact that 

principals serving in high performing schools often feel overwhelmed with 

administrative duties. As a result, they are seen less by teachers and students 

alike. In addition, given the size of the schools, students and teachers, it would 

be impossible for the principals to be constantly visible to all.  

Principal and Teacher Perceptions of Leadership Practices Based on the 
Principals’ Grades of Service  

Independent t-tests were administered on the data from the LPI Principal-

copy’s questionnaire and PIMRS Principal-copy’s questionnaire to determine 

any significant differences in the means scores of leadership practices based 

on the principals’ grades of service. The independent t-test was utilised to test 

the independent variable of principals’ grade of service against the five 

leadership practices contained in the LPI questionnaire. The principals’ grades 

of services are JUSA C and DG54. The results of the independent t-test would 

determine if there were any statistically significant differences between the 

leadership practices of JUSA C principals and DG54 principals when 

measured using the LPI and PIMRS questionnaires. The independent t-tests 

were also administered to the LPI and PIMRS teachers’ copies. This would 

allow this study to compare whether leadership practices of JUSA C and DG 

54 principals were different from the perspectives of their teachers.  
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Principals’ perception of leadership practices based on their grades of service 
as measured by the Leadership Practices Inventory questionnaire 

Table 5.19 summarises the results of the independent t-tests conducted on all 

five leadership practices of the Leadership Practices Inventory.  

Leadership Practices 

Mean scores and 
differences 

T-test for Equality of 
Means 

JUSA C DG54 
Mean 
diff. 

T df 
˄Sig. (2-
tailed) 

Model the way 8.58 8.72 -0.14 -.212 16 .834 

Inspire a shared vision 8.59 8.90 -0.31 -.589 16 .564 

Challenge the process 8.25 8.51 -0.26 -.416 16 .683 

Enable others to act 9.08 8.82 0.26 .435 16 .670 

Encourage the heart 8.92 8.97 -0.05 -.070 16 .945 
˄Significance level 0.05 level (2-tailed)  

Table 5.19: T-test for the five leadership practices of the principals based on their 
grades of services 

The independent t-test analysis conducted on all five of the leadership 

practices as measured through the LPI questionnaire reveals no statistical 

significance between the mean scores of the JUSA C principals and DG54 

principals. Therefore, JUSA C and DG54 principals reported very similar 

perceptions of their principals' leadership practices. 

While no significant differences were discovered in terms of the leadership 

practices of the principals based on their grades, the mean scores did indicate 

that DG54 principals rated themselves higher than their counterparts in four 

areas. Only the leadership practice of ‘Enable others to act’ had indicated a 

higher mean score from JUSA C principals. Interestingly, this leadership 

practice was also rated the highest by JUSA C principals compared to other 

leadership practices. This suggests that JUSA C principals value empowering 

their subordinates to carry out duties in schools more compared to the other 

four leadership practices.  

The independent t-test was also carried out to determine whether the 

leadership practices of the principals of the two grades of service differ when 
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rated by their teachers. Table 5.20 shows significant differences on how the 

leadership practices of the principals with different grades of service were 

perceived by the teachers. 

Leadership Practices 

Mean scores and 
differences 

T-test for Equality of 
Means 

JUSA C DG54 
Mean 
diff. 

T Df 
˄Sig. 

(2-
tailed) 

Model the way 5.91 7.27 -1.36 -3.60 49.8 .001* 

Inspire a shared vision 6.33 7.55 -1.22 -3.32 50.3 .002* 

Challenge the process 6.03 7.33 -1.30 -3.31 48.4 .002* 

Enable others to act 6.23 7.50 -1.27 -3.35 50.1 .002* 

Encourage the heart 5.76 7.33 -1.57 -4.31 51.4 .000* 
˄Significance level 0.05 level (2-tailed)  

Table 5.20: T-test for the five leadership practices of the principals based on their 
grades of services as rated by their teachers 

DG54 principals were rated significantly higher by their teachers in all five 

leadership practices. The mean scores of between 7.27 to 7.55 for DG54 

principals indicate that their teachers view them as carrying out the five 

leadership practices ‘fairly often’. However, as the mean scores in Table 5.20 

suggest, JUSA C principals were perceived by their teachers as performing 

the leadership practices of ‘Model the way’ and ‘Encourage the heart’ 

occasionally. The leadership practices of JUSA C principals in the areas of 

‘Inspire a shared vision’, ‘Challenge the process’ and ‘Enable others to act’ 

were perceived to be carried out ‘sometimes’. 

Principals’ perception of instructional leadership practices based on their 
grades of service as measured by the PIMRS questionnaire 

Table 5.21 summarises the results of the independent t-tests conducted on 

the all ten instructional leadership practices of the PIMRS questionnaire. The 

independent t-test compares the leadership perception of the principals with 

the grade of service of JUSA C against DG54 principals. 
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Instructional Leadership 
Practices 

Mean scores and 
differences 

T-test for Equality 
of Means 

JUSA C DG54 
Mean 
diff. 

t df 
˄Sig. (2-
tailed) 

Framing the school’s goals 4.70 4.63 0.07 .301 16 .768 

Communicate the school’s goals 4.70 4.71 -0.01 -.047 16 .963 

Supervise and evaluate 
instruction 

4.40 4.43 -0.03 -.080 16 .937 

Coordinate the curriculum 4.40 4.47 -0.07 -.253 16 .804 

Monitor students’ progress 4.40 4.63 -0.23 -.740 16 .470 

Protect instructional time 4.20 4.38 -0.18 -.482 16 .636 

Maintain high visibility 3.20 4.13 -0.93 -2.42 16 .028* 

Provide incentives for teachers 3.50 4.36 -0.86 -2.67 16 .017* 

Promote professional 
development 

4.30 4.64 -0.34 -1.21 16 .242 

Provide incentives for learning 3.90 4.38 -0.48 -1.63 16 .122 
˄Significance level 0.05 level (2-tailed)  

Table 5.21: T-test for the ten instructional leadership practices of the principals based 
on their grades of services 

Data generated from the independent t-test indicate a significant difference in 

the mean scores of JUSA C principals and DG54 principals in two instructional 

leadership practices: ‘Maintain high visibility’ (t(16)= -2.42, p=0.28) and 

‘Provide incentives for teachers’ (t(16)=2.42, p=0.17). These results indicate 

that principals of the two grades of services show statistically significant 

differences on how they perceived these two types of instructional leadership 

practices.  

JUSA C principals’ mean scores for ‘Maintain high visibility’ (M=3.20, 

SD=0.283) and the mean scores for ‘Provide incentives for teachers’ (M=3.50, 

SD=0.141) suggest that they rated these instructional leadership practices 

significantly lower than their DG54 counterparts. This data, therefore, provide 

convincing evidence that DG54 principals understood the importance of 

making themselves approachable and visible to teachers and students as 

compared to their JUSA C peers. Similar to the trend exhibited by principals 

when measured by the LPI questionnaire, DG54 principals rated themselves 
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higher in all but one instructional leadership practices compared to their JUSA 

C counterparts.  

Instructional Leadership 
Practices 

Mean scores and 
differences 

T-test for Equality of 
Means 

JUSA C DG54 
Mean 
diff. 

t Df 
˄Sig. (2-
tailed) 

Framing the school’s goals 3.97 4.20 -0.23 -2.23 244 .023* 

Communicate the school’s 
goals 

4.04 4.27 -0.23 -2.44 244 .015* 

Supervise and evaluate 
instruction 

3.35 3.77 -0.42 -3.35 54 .001* 

Coordinate the curriculum 3.54 3.96 -0.42 -3.09 51 .003* 

Monitor students’ progress 3.62 4.04 -0.42 -3.80 244 .000* 

Protect instructional time 3.65 3.89 -0.24 -1.73 51 .089 

Maintain high visibility 2.89 3.37 -0.48 -3.88 244 .031* 

Provide incentives for 
teachers 

3.00 3.63 -0.63 -3.73 51 .000* 

Promote professional 
development 

3.61 4.05 -0.44 -2.71 49 .009* 

Provide incentives for 
learning 

3.51 3.89 -0.38 -2.33 51 .024* 

˄Significance level 0.05 level (2-tailed)  

Table 5.22: T-test for the instructional leadership practices of the principals based on 
their grades of services as rated by their teachers 

Table 5.22 shows the results of a further independent t-test to determine any 

significant differences on how teachers perceive the instructional leadership 

practices of their principals with different grades of service. The results show 

that there were significant differences in the JUSA C and DG54 principals’ 

instructional leadership practices as perceived by their teachers. Apart from 

‘Protect instructional time’ (t(51)=-1.73, p=0.89), all the other nine instructional 

leadership practices showed significant differences in terms of the instructional 

leadership practices between DG54 principals and JUSA C principals as 

perceived by their teachers. DG54 principals showed significantly higher mean 

scores compared to their JUSA C peers in those nine instructional leadership 

practices. Similarly, teachers of the JUSA C principals also rated their 
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principals lower in all ten instructional leadership practices compared to the 

teachers who rated the DG54 principals.  

Another similarity could be found with the instructional practice of ‘Maintain 

high visibility’. This practice was rated the lowest by JUSA C principals. In 

addition, their teachers (M=2.89, SD=0.836) also rated this instructional 

leadership practice as the least performed compared to the other nine 

instructional leadership practices. The similarity reaffirms the assumption that 

JUSA C principals and their teachers feel that visibility – such as visiting 

classrooms, talking to students and teachers informally; covering classes for 

teachers and participating in extracurricular activities – are less prioritised by 

the principals.  

Principals and Teachers’ Perception of Leadership Practices Based on 
the Principals’ Overall Number of Years Served as Principal  

A one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) was utilised to determine whether 

the leadership practices of the principals, measured by the two questionnaires, 

differ on the aspects of years serving as principals. For the purpose of the 

analysis, the principals were grouped into three working-experience brackets: 

more than 15 years (n=8); between 11 to 14 years (n=8) and between 5 to 10 

years (n=2). The results of the ANOVA would determine if there were any 

statistically significant differences between the leadership practices of the 

principals based on their tenure when measured using the LPI and PIMRS 

questionnaires.  

Principal perceptions of leadership practice based on the number of years 
served in that position as measured by the Leadership Practices Inventory 
questionnaire 

A one-way ANOVA was carried out to determine whether principals with 

different years of service have any differing opinions on how they carry out 

their leadership practices. The results of the ANOVA analysis for the between-

groups and within-groups results are presented in Table 5.23. 
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Leadership Practices 
Sum of 
Squares 

df 
Mean 

Square 
F ˄Sig. 

Model the way 

Between Groups .954 2 .477 .673 .525 

Within Groups 10.632 15 .709 

Total 11.586 17  

Inspire a shared vision 

Between Groups .517 2 .259 .506 .613 

Within Groups 7.663 15 .511 

Total 8.181 17  

Challenge the process 

Between Groups .164 2 .082 .111 .896 

Within Groups 11.108 15 .741 

Total 11.272 17  

Enable others to act 

Between Groups 1.595 2 .797 1.369 .284** 

Within Groups 8.733 15 .582 

Total 10.327 17  

Encourage the heart 

Between Groups 2.659 2 1.330 1.550 .244** 

Within Groups 12.872 15 .858 

Total 15.531 17  
˄Significance level 0.05 level (2-tailed) 
 ** Equal variance not assumed when tested with Levene’s test of equal variances 

Table 5.23: ANOVA for the five leadership practices of the principals based on their 
years of serving as principals 

The results of the ANOVA test presented in Table 5.23 were found to be 

statistically non-significant at the 0.05 alpha level (p<.05) for all five leadership 

practices when tested against the principals’ years of serving in that position. 

This suggests that the principals’ perceptions of their leadership practices do 

not differ significantly when measured against their total number of years 

served as principals.  

A one-way ANOVA was also carried out to determine whether teachers have 

differing opinions on the leadership practices of their principals if measured 

against the number of years they served as principals. The results of the 

ANOVA analysis for the between-groups and within-groups results are 

presented in Table 5.24. 
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Leadership Practices 
Sum of 

Squares 
df 

Mean 
Square 

F ˄Sig. 

Model the way 

Between Groups 8.147 2 4.073 1.249 

 

.289 

 Within Groups 825.253 253 3.262 

Total 833.400 255  

Inspire a shared 
vision 

Between Groups 9.873 2 4.936 1.578 

 

.208 

 Within Groups 791.661 253 3.129 

Total 801.534 255  

Challenge the 
process 

Between Groups 13.418 2 6.709 2.153 

 

.118 

 Within Groups 788.353 253 3.116 

Total 801.771 255  

Enable others to act 

Between Groups 23.614 2 11.807 3.869 

 

.022* 

 Within Groups 772.161 253 3.052 

Total 795.775 255  

Encourage the 
heart 

Between Groups 3.887 2 1.944 .553 .576 

Within Groups 889.722 253 3.517 

Total 893.609 255  
˄Significance level 0.05 level (2-tailed) 
 ** Equal variance not assumed when tested with Levene’s test of equal variances 

Table 5.24: ANOVA for the five leadership practices of the principals based on their 
years of serving as principals as rated by their teachers 

Table 5.24 shows that there was a significant difference in the leadership 

practice of ‘Enable others to act’ (F=3.869, p=0.022) as rated by the teachers. 

Post hoc comparisons using Tukey’s HSD test were carried out to ascertain 

which number of years served as principals showed the significant difference. 

The post hoc Tukey’s HSD revealed that those principals who had served for 

more than fifteen years (M=7.58, SD=1.722) were perceived by their teachers 

to be significantly performing this practice more often compared to the 

principals who had served for a period of 11 to 14 years (M=6.95, SD=1.835). 

The results suggest that the number of years served as principals would 

influence the way teachers view their principals’ leadership practices. The 

significantly higher means in the leadership practice of ‘Enable others to act’ 

for principals who had served for more than fifteen years also imply that these 

principals would act upon empowering their teachers more compared to the 

principals who had served for a lesser period.  
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Principal perceptions of instructional leadership practice based on the number 
of years served in that position as measured by the PIMRS questionnaire 

A one-way ANOVA was carried out to determine whether principals with 

different years of service have any differing opinions on how they carry out 

their instructional leadership practices as measured by the PIMRS 

questionnaire.  

Instructional Leadership Practices 
Sum of 

Squares 
df Mean 

Square 
F ˄Sig. 

Framing the school’s goals 

Between Groups .125 2 .063 .566 .579 

Within Groups 1.655 15 .110 

Total 1.780 17  

Communicate the school’s goals 

Between Groups .028 2 .014 .105 .901 

Within Groups 1.990 15 .133 

Total 2.018 17  

Supervise and evaluate 
instruction 

Between Groups .711 2 .356 2.564 .110 

Within Groups 2.080 15 .139 

Total 2.791 17  

Coordinate the curriculum 

Between Groups .384 2 .192 2.120 .155 

Within Groups 1.360 15 .091 

Total 1.744 17  

Monitor students’ progress 

Between Groups .130 2 .065 .376 .693 

Within Groups 2.590 15 .173 

Total 2.720 17  

Protect instructional time 

Between Groups .349 2 .175 .759 .485 

Within Groups 3.455 15 .230 

Total 3.804 17  

Maintain high visibility 

Between Groups .071 2 .036 .095 .910 

Within Groups 5.600 15 .373 

Total 5.671 17  

Provide incentives for teachers 

Between Groups .041 2 .021 .071 .932 

Within Groups 4.370 15 .291 

Total 4.411 17  

Promote professional 
development 

Between Groups .180 2 .090 .608 .557 

Within Groups 2.220 15 .148 

Total 2.400 17  

Provide incentives for learning 

Between Groups .216 2 .108 .625 .549 

Within Groups 2.595 15 .173 

Total 2.811 17  

˄Significance level 0.05 level (2-tailed)  

Table 5.25: ANOVA for the ten instructional leadership practices of the principals 
based on their years of serving as principals 

The results of the ANOVA test as presented in Table 5.25 indicate that there 

were no significant differences in the mean scores of all principals on the ten 
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instructional leadership practices based on the number of years of the 

principals serving in that position. An ANOVA test was also carried out to 

determine whether the principals’ length of tenure would influence the way in 

which teachers view their principals’ leadership practices.  

Instructional Leadership Practices 
Sum of 
Squares 

df Mean 
Square 

F ˄Sig. 

Framing the school’s goals 

Between Groups 5.573 2 2.786 7.731 

 

.001* 

 Within Groups 87.581 243 .360 

Total 93.153 245  

Communicate the school’s 
goals 

Between Groups 5.774 2 2.887 9.816 

 

.000* 

 Within Groups 71.470 243 .294 

Total 77.244 245  

Supervise and evaluate 
instruction 

Between Groups 2.894 2 1.447 3.504 

 

.032* 

 Within Groups 100.339 243 .413 

Total 103.233 245  

Coordinate the curriculum 

Between Groups 2.655 2 1.328 3.024 

 

.050* 

 Within Groups 106.686 243 .439 

Total 109.341 245  

Monitor students’ progress 

Between Groups 1.737 2 .869 1.927 

 

.148 

 Within Groups 109.496 243 .451 

Total 111.233 245  

Protect instructional time 

Between Groups .493 2 .247 .528 

 

.591 

 Within Groups 113.582 243 .467 

Total 114.075 245  

Maintain high visibility 

Between Groups .814 2 .407 .713 

 

.491 

 Within Groups 138.767 243 .571 

Total 139.581 245  

Provide incentives for 
teachers 

Between Groups .262 2 .131 .181 

 

.834 

 Within Groups 175.280 243 .721 

Total 175.541 245  

Promote professional 
development 

Between Groups 5.393 2 2.697 5.120 

 

.007* 

 Within Groups 127.999 243 .527 

Total 133.393 245  

Provide incentives for learning 

Between Groups 4.587 2 2.293 3.680 .027* 

Within Groups 151.446 243 .623 

Total 156.033 245  

˄Significance level 0.05 level (2-tailed)  
Table 5.26: ANOVA for the five instructional leadership practices of the principals 
based on their years of serving as principals as rated by their teachers 

˄Significance level 0.05 level (2-tailed)  
Table 5.26 indicates significant differences in how teachers perceive the 

instructional leadership practices of their principals in six areas. The six 
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instructional leadership practices are: ‘Framing the school goals’ (F=7.731, 

p=0.001); ‘Communicate the school goals’ (F=9.816, p=0.000); ‘Supervise and 

evaluate curriculum’ (F=3.504, p=0.032); ‘Coordinate the curriculum’ 

(F=3.024, p=0.05); ‘Promote professional development’ (F=5.120, p=0.007) 

and ‘Provide incentives for learning’ (F=3.680, p=0.027). 

The post hoc Tukey’s HSD test was carried out to identify where the mean 

differences of the six instructional leadership practices exist. Principals who 

served for more than 15 years were perceived by their teachers to be 

performing all six instructional leadership practices significantly more than the 

principals who had served between 11 to 14 years. The results suggest that 

principals with longer experience do influence the way in which they carry out 

the instructional leadership practices compared to their peers with a fewer 

number of years at the helm.  

Teacher Perceptions of Their Principal’s Leadership Practices Based on 
the Position Held in School  

The final set of analyses would determine whether there are any statistically 

significant differences in the leadership practices of the principals as 

perceived by their teachers based on the teachers’ position. A one-way 

ANOVA was conducted to determine whether there was any significant 

difference among the views of the teachers on the leadership practices of 

their principals based on the teachers’ positions. The following analysis 

displays the results of the ANOVA tests of the LPI and PIMRS when 

assessed against the teachers’ positions. The positions of the teachers 

include assistant principals, heads of department, subject heads and 

ordinary teachers.  

Teacher perceptions of their principals’ leadership practices based on their 
position as measured by the LPI questionnaire 

The results of the ANOVA analysis for the between-groups and within-groups 

results for each of the five leadership practices are presented in Table 5.27. 
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Leadership Practices 
Sum of 

Squares 
df 

Mean 
Square 

F ˄Sig. 

Model the way 

Between Groups 34.838 5 6.968 2.181 

 

.057 

 Within Groups 798.562 250 3.194 

Total 833.400 255  

Inspire a shared vision 

Between Groups 38.661 5 7.732 2.534 

 

.029* 

 Within Groups 762.873 250 3.051 

Total 801.534 255  

Challenge the process 

Between Groups 28.502 5 5.700 1.843 

 

.105 

 Within Groups 773.269 250 3.093 

Total 801.771 255  

Enable others to act 

Between Groups 36.000 5 7.200 2.369 

 

.040* 

 Within Groups 759.775 250 3.039 

Total 795.775 255  

Encourage the heart 

Between Groups 36.829 5 7.366 2.149 .060 

Within Groups 856.780 250 3.427 

Total 893.609 255  

˄Significance level 0.05 level (2-tailed)  

Table 5.27: ANOVA for the five leadership practices of the principals as rated by the 
teachers based on their position  

A one-way ANOVA was conducted to determine any significant differences in 

terms of the perception of leadership practices of the principals by their 

teachers when measured against the teachers’ position. The results of the 

ANOVA indicate that there is statistical significance at the p<.05 level on the 

perceived leadership practices of the principals in two areas: ‘Inspire a shared 

vision’ (F=2.534, p=0.029) and ‘Enable others to act’ (F=2.369, p=0.040). 

Post hoc comparisons using Tukey’s HSD test was carried out to ascertain 

which position of the teachers showed the significant difference specifically on 

the two leadership practices: ‘Inspire a shared vision’ and ‘Enable other to act’. 

The post hoc Tukey’s HSD indicates no further significant differences in those 

two leadership practices. Even though the post hoc Tukey’s HSD failed to 

determine at which level the differences occur, the ANOVA test has 

nevertheless satisfied the assumption that teachers of different positions do 

perceive the leadership practices of their principals differently on two of the 

leadership practices as measured by the LPI.  
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Teacher perceptions of their principals’ leadership practices based on their 
position as measured by the PIMRS questionnaire 

A one-way ANOVA was conducted to determine any significant differences in 

terms of the perception of instructional leadership practices of the principals 

by their teachers when measured against the teachers’ position. The results 

of the ANOVA analysis for the between-groups and within-groups results for 

each of the instructional leadership practices are presented in Table 5.28. 
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Instructional Leadership Practices 
Sum of 
Squares 

df Mean 
Square 

F ˄Sig. 

Framing the school’s goals 

Between Groups 3.784 5 .757 2.032 

 

.075 

 Within Groups 89.370 240 .372 

Total 93.153 245  

Communicate the school’s 
goals 

Between Groups 2.699 5 .540 1.738 

 

.127 

 Within Groups 74.545 240 .311 

Total 77.244 245  

Supervise and evaluate 
instruction 

Between Groups 6.056 5 1.211 2.991 

 

.012* 

 Within Groups 97.176 240 .405 

Total 103.233 245  

Coordinate the curriculum 

Between Groups 5.660 5 1.132 2.620 

 

.025* 

 Within Groups 103.681 240 .432 

Total 109.341 245  

Monitor students’ progress 

Between Groups 4.152 5 .830 1.861 

 

.102 

 Within Groups 107.081 240 .446 

Total 111.233 245  

Protect instructional time 

Between Groups 4.477 5 .895 1.961 

 

.085 

 Within Groups 109.598 240 .457 

Total 114.075 245  

Maintain high visibility 

Between Groups 4.188 5 .838 1.485 

 

.195 

 Within Groups 135.393 240 .564 

Total 139.581 245  

Provide incentives for 
teachers 

Between Groups 6.893 5 1.379 1.962 

 

.085 

 Within Groups 168.648 240 .703 

Total 175.541 245  

Promote professional 
development 

Between Groups 8.191 5 1.638 3.140 

 

.009* 

 Within Groups 125.201 240 .522 

Total 133.393 245  

Provide incentives for learning 

Between Groups 4.077 5 .815 1.288 .270 

Within Groups 151.956 240 .633 

Total 156.033 245  

˄Significance level 0.05 level (2-tailed)  

Table 5.28: ANOVA for the instructional leadership practices of the principals as rated 
by the teachers based on position held 

The results of the ANOVA indicate that there is statistical significance at the 

p<.05 level on the perceived leadership practices of the principals in three 

areas: ‘Supervise and evaluate instruction’ (F=2.991, p=0.012), ‘Coordinate 
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the curriculum’ (F=2.620, p=0.025) and ‘Promote professional development’ 

(F=3.140, p=0.009). 

The post hoc analysis using specifically the Tukey’s HSD was carried out to 

compare the means scored by the teachers based on their position on each of 

the three instructional leadership practices. The data from the post hoc 

Tukey’s HSD analysis found that the mean score for assistant principals 

(M=4.48, SD=0.415) was significantly greater than the mean score of ordinary 

teachers (M=3.62, SD=0.658) in the area of ‘Supervise and evaluate 

instruction’. The results suggest that assistant principals had rated their 

principals to be carrying out this particular instructional leadership practice 

more than the other teachers. The data generated from the post hoc Tukey’s 

HSD also suggest that there was a significant difference between the mean 

scores of the heads of department (M=4.33, SD=0.689) with that of ordinary 

teachers (M=3.90, SD=0.738) for the ‘Promote professional development’ 

instructional leadership practice. This result suggests that heads of 

department recognise their principals as someone who would ensure that 

teachers benefit from ongoing professional development. However, the lower 

mean scores as rated by ordinary teachers imply that principals perform this 

particular instructional leadership practice ‘sometimes’.  

The post hoc Tukey’s HSD indicates no further significant differences in the 

‘Coordinate the curriculum’ instructional leadership practices. Even though the 

post hoc Tukey’s HSD failed to determine at which level the differences occur, 

the ANOVA test has nevertheless satisfied the assumption that teachers who 

hold different positions do perceive the leadership practices of their principals 

differently on three of the instructional leadership practices as measured by 

the PIMRS questionnaire. 

Review of the Key Leadership Practices of the Principals  

Overall, the analysis has identified several leadership practices that were 

perceived as being practised significantly differently, based on the principals’ 

grades of service as well as the number of years served. The mean scores 
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and subsequent mean ranking had also suggested which of the leadership 

practices were perceived by the principals and teachers to be carried out more 

compared to the other. In summary, Table 5.29 presents the overview of the 

results.  

Leadership Practices based 
on the LPI 

Mean 
ranking 

Principal 

Mean 
ranking 
Teacher 

Sig. diff. 
based on 

Principals’ 
Grades 

Sig. diff. 
based on 

Principals’ 
tenure 

Sig. diff. 
based on 
teachers’ 
position 

Model the way 4 5 *   

Inspire a shared vision 2 1 *  * 

Challenge the process 5 3 *   

Enable others to act 3 2 * * * 

Encourage the heart 1 4 *   

Instructional Leadership 
Practices based on the 
PIMRS 

Mean 
ranking 

Principal 

Mean 
ranking 
Teacher 

Sig. diff. 
based on 

Principals’ 
Grades 

Sig. diff. 
based on 

Principals’ 
tenure 

Sig. diff. 
based on 
teachers’ 
position 

Framing the school’s goals 2 2 * *   

Communicate the school’s 
goals 

1 1 * *  

Supervise and evaluate 
instruction 

6 8 * * * 

Coordinate the curriculum 5 5 * * * 

Monitor students’ progress 4 4 *   

Protect instructional time 7 6    

Maintain high visibility 10 10 +*   

Provide incentives for 
teachers 

9 9 +*   

Promote professional 
development 

3 3 * * * 

Provide incentives for 
learning 

8 7 * *  

+Significant differences as perceived by the principals 
*Significant differences as perceived by the teachers 
Table 5.29: Summary of key findings 

Principals and teachers view the leadership practice of ‘Inspire a shared vision’ 

as the most frequently performed. This component of leadership practice 
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relates to transformational leadership. Similarly, the objective of sharing the 

same school vision is projected in two of the instructional leadership practices, 

as identified in the PIMRS questionnaire. The two instructional leadership 

practices are: ‘Communicate the school’s goals’ and ‘Framing the school 

goals’. These two components of instructional leadership were rated as the 

most frequently performed, both from the perspective of the principals and that 

of their teachers. The components of these two instructional leadership 

practices could be associated with the importance of sharing the same mission 

and vision of an organisation, suggesting that the principals believe in strong 

transformational leadership practices. The findings also suggest a strong 

relationship between the practices of sharing a clear vision with setting the 

school’s goals. The findings imply that principals who are deemed high 

performing value the vision of the school and strive to achieve their school’s 

goals. One implication of these findings is that principals who are deemed high 

performing are very clear on how they communicate and share the schools’ 

vision and goals.  

The summary of the key findings in Table 5.29 also indicates that ‘Enable 

others to act’ was one of the more pronounced leadership practices. Both 

teachers and principals rated this leadership practice highly. Significantly, 

principals of the DG54 grade of service and principals who have served for 

more than 15 years were also perceived by their teachers to be enacting this 

leadership practice more than their JUSA C peers. The act of enabling others 

would directly foster collaboration and empowerment between principals and 

the teachers. This leadership practice has a lot of similarities with the qualities 

of distributed leadership. One possible reason why this leadership practice is 

perceived to be practised more often than the rest is because of the extra work 

load that high performing schools have faced as compared to any other 

schools. In addition, high performing schools must meet the extra yearly key 

performance indicators (KPIs) set by the Ministry of Education in order to retain 

the high performing status. Hence, principals would not be able to meet the 

KPIs, as well as the daily running of the school, if teachers are not empowered 

and trusted to carry out the tasks. This also suggests that this approach is akin 
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to ‘allocated’ distributed leadership, in contrast to ‘emergent’ distributed 

leadership, which is more often discussed in the literature. Enabling other to 

act was also perceived to be significantly enacted by respondents who hold 

leadership positions in the schools compared to the teachers. This suggests 

that the senior leadership team members acknowledge the leadership practice 

which is reflective of distributed leadership significantly more than the teachers 

do.  

Apart from ‘Enable others to act’ and ‘Inspire a shared vision’, principal 

perspectives on which of the other leadership practices performed the most or 

the least were quite different from that of their teachers. For example, 

principals view the leadership practice of ‘Encourage the heart’ highly while 

the teachers perceived this practice as something that was carried out to a 

lesser extent. ‘Encourage the heart’ relates to how frequently leaders 

acknowledge and recognise the performance and achievement of their 

subordinates. This practice was rated as the most performed by the principals 

while their teachers perceived otherwise. The differing views on how often this 

leadership practice is enacted by the principals indicate that the degree of 

recognition and acknowledgement was perceived differently by teachers and 

principals. The principals might indicate that they do encourage the teachers 

through personalised recognition and acknowledgement; in contrast, the 

teachers found this practice less apparent, compared to others.  

While the LPI has suggested that perceptions of the leadership practice of the 

principals differ from that of their teachers in three areas, the same could not 

be said with the instructional leadership practices as measured by the PIMRS. 

Both teachers and principals were consistent in their views on which of the 

instructional leadership practices that were most performed as well as the least 

carried out by the principals. For example, both teachers and principals had 

similar perceptions of the extent to which the top five ranked instructional 

leadership practices were enacted by the principals. In addition, the two 

instructional leadership practices of ‘Maintain high visibility’ and ‘Provide 

incentives to teachers’ were similarly rated the lowest by both principals and 
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teachers. These instructional leadership practices were the only two which 

yielded any significant difference in the perceptions amongst principals of 

different grades of service.  

One possible reason for this finding is that principals and teachers 

acknowledged that maintaining visibility is something that could not be 

practically carried out on a consistent basis due to the principals’ other 

workload. Some of the practices identified as ‘Maintain high visibility’ include 

taking time to talk informally to students and teachers, visiting classrooms to 

discuss issues, covering classes and tutoring students. Perhaps, the principals 

and teachers feel that, due to the workload of the principals, these practices 

were carried out by their assistants or other senior teachers. Whilst the 

practice of maintaining high visibility is rated as one of the least performed by 

principals and teachers, this could be counterbalanced with the leadership 

practice of ‘Enable others to act’ which was perceived to be performed more. 

Hence, one possible implication of this study is that principals may rely on the 

distributed leadership practice of ‘Enable others to act’ to empower their 

subordinates to carry out the instructional leadership practices as stipulated 

under ‘Maintain high visibility’. As a result, they are seen less by the teachers 

as they do not carry out the instructional practices which would allow them to 

remain visible all the time.  

Leithwood and Riehl (2003: 6) posit that leaders provide incentives to promote 

changes, as well as the means for monitoring progress toward improvement. 

The low scores for ‘Provide incentives to teachers’ suggest that principals do 

not view incentivising teachers; whether via private and personal compliments, 

or rewarding teachers with opportunities to grow and develop professionally;  

as something that is often practised. The apparent lesser view of this 

instructional leadership practice implies that opportunities to be recognised are 

quite limited. Another implication of this analysis is that teachers perceive their 

principals to rarely recognise their work efforts that contribute to the 

accomplishments of the students.  
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Apart from ‘Maintain high visibility’ and ‘Provide incentives to teachers’, the 

different grades of service, as well as the number of years served as principals, 

have no significant bearing on how these principals view their leadership 

practices. This could be attributed to the highly centralised systems in which 

the training, preparation and professional development of the principals are 

dictated by the Ministry of Education. The top down policies from the Ministry 

of Education would also impact how the principals carry out their leadership 

practices. One example would be how the Ministry of Education requires 

principals and teachers to protect instructional time.  

While no significant differences could be found in the majority of the leadership 

practices, as perceived by the principals, the same could not be assumed with 

the teachers. The findings indicated that teachers perceived DG54 principals’ 

leadership practices to be significantly different from the JUSA C principals. 

For example, the findings reveal that DG54 principals showed a greater 

tendency to perform the leadership practices, as stipulated by the LPI and 

PIMRS, more than their JUSA C counterparts.  

The teacher perspectives also differed from those of their principals in terms 

of their years in service. While the principals of different years in tenure exhibit 

no significant differences in how they view their leadership practices, the 

perceptions obtained from the teachers suggests otherwise. The findings 

indicate that principals who had served for more than 15 years displayed a 

significantly greater tendency to empower their teachers. In addition, the same 

group of principals also displayed several instructional leadership practices 

significantly more than did their peers who had served for a lesser number of 

years.  

Statistical evidence also shows that teachers perceived the leadership 

practices of their principals differently based on the position held by the 

teachers in schools. The mean scores of the principals, as rated by their 

assistant principals, were generally high compared to the mean scores rated 

by teachers in other positions. This suggests that the constant interactions that 
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the assistant principals had with their principals influenced the way in which 

they perceive the leadership practices of the principals.  

Finally, the comparison of the responses gathered from the LPI and PIMRS 

questionnaires suggests that instructional leadership practices were perceived 

to be enacted quite modestly when compared to transformational and 

distributed leadership practices. The teachers rated the principals as enacting 

eight out of ten instructional leadership practices ‘sometimes’. In contrast, they 

rated their principals as enacting five leadership practices (which represent 

transformational and distributed leadership) as measured by the LPI ‘fairly 

often’.  

Overview 

Central to the objectives of this study is the need to establish, identify and 

understand the key leadership practices of principals who are deemed high 

performing. This chapter has analysed the leadership practices of the 

principals who are deemed high performing from the perspectives of the 

principals themselves as well as from that of their teachers, drawing on survey 

findings. Data gathered from the LPI and PIMRS questionnaires were used to 

identify the leadership practices of the principals which were perceived to be 

performed the most and the least. The use of both the LPI and PIMRS 

questionnaires has enabled the author to measure and gauge perceptions 

leadership practices as carried out by principals who are deemed high 

performing. The analysis has aided the author to deduce and understand 

which practices were performed more frequently by the principals. These 

leadership practices are then compared with the evidence found in the other 

two phases of this study. As a point of iteration, the outcome of the analysis of 

the questionnaires, however, does not measure the quality of leadership of 

these principals. The next chapter presents findings from the third phase which 

includes interviews with principals, senior leadership team members and 

teachers from six schools. 
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Chapter 6 – Qualitative Findings and Analysis of Interviews with 

Principals and Teachers – Phase III  

Introduction 

The analysis in Chapter 5 was based on the questionnaires distributed to 

principals who are deemed to be high performing, as well as their teachers, 

from 20 selected high performing schools. This chapter, which draws upon 

qualitative data, further explores the leadership practices of six principals who 

also participated in the earlier phase of this study. The purpose of the 

qualitative data analysis is to identify specific leadership practices of principals 

who are deemed high performing from the perspectives of the principals 

themselves as well as from that of their teachers. The leadership practices 

identified from the qualitative data will triangulate the findings obtained from 

the quantitative phase of this study. This chapter begins with the demographic 

data of the interview participants, followed by the exploration of themes 

identified from the interviews.  

Demographic Data of the Interview Participants  

This study identifies principals who are deemed high performing as those who 

have received both the Excellent Principals and New Deals awards. Six 

recipients of the two awards were purposively selected for this study. The 

strategy of obtaining teacher perceptions of their principals’ leadership 

practices, employed in the quantitative phase, was also adopted in this final 

phase. Hence, six senior leadership team members (SLTMs), and six teachers 

who work with the selected principals were also involved in the interviews. The 

SLTMs and the teachers were conveniently selected for the interviews based 

on their availability.  

The demographic breakdown of the interview participants is displayed in Table 

6.1. In order to maintain confidentiality for the participating schools, as well as 

all the interview participants, the names of the schools and the participants 

were anonymised. 
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School type Location Interviewee Grade Gender 

Fully residential school (co-ed) Rural 

principal 1 DG54 M 

SLTM 1 DG48 M 

teacher 1 DG44 M 

Fully residential school (co-ed) Rural 

principal 2 DG54 F 

SLTM 2 DG48 F 

teacher 2 DG44 M 

Regular day school (all-girls) Urban 

principal 3 DG54 F 

SLTM 3 DG48 F 

teacher 3 DG48 F 

Religious school (all-girls) Rural 

principal 4 JUSA C F 

SLTM 4 DG48 F 

teacher 4 DG44 F 

Regular day school (co-ed) Urban 

principal 5 DG54 M 

SLTM 5 DG48 F 

teacher 5 DG41 F 

Regular day school (all-girls) Urban 

principal 6 DG54 F 

SLTM 6 DG48 F 

teacher 6 DG41 F 

Table 6.1: Demographic data of the interview participants 

Five of the SLTMs involved in the interviews held the position of assistant 

principal while one SLTM was a head of department. Nonetheless, this SLTM 

held the position of an assistant principal in her previous school.  

Background of the principals and their schools 

This section provides background data on the six principals and their schools.  

Principal 1  

Principal 1 heads a fully residential school situated in the east coast of 

Malaysia. He has been a principal for more than 12 years, with seven years 

spent in the current school. His school was awarded high performing school 

status in 2012. The number of students enrolled is 415 and the school has a 

teaching force of 59. The school offers many subjects, which are grouped into 

technical subjects, science, religious education, and economics.  
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Principal 2 

Principal 2 is the head of a fully residential school located in one of the 

southern states in Malaysia. Principal 2 has been the principal at the current 

school for nine years. Overall, she has spent more than 15 years as a principal. 

Her school was recognised as a high performing school in 2012. The school 

has close to 800 students and 68 teachers. The school opened in 1973 as part 

of the second Malaysian Development Plan. The school was also one of the 

first fully residential schools in Malaysia that offers only the science stream to 

their upper secondary students.  

Principal 3 

Principal 3 is a long-serving principal with more than 10 years at her current 

school and overall experience as a principal of more than 15 years. Her school 

is a regular day school. An all-girls school. Located in the northern peninsular 

of Malaysia, it is one of the oldest former missionary schools in Malaysia, with 

more than 1400 students and 122 teachers. The school was one of the first 

recipients of the high performing school award. 

Principal 4 

While Principal 4 has been the head at her current school for less than five 

years, she has 15 years’ overall experience as a principal. Unlike the other 

principals who had experience of serving as assistant principals, principal 4 

was appointed, having previously been a senior lecturer in a teacher training 

college. Principal 4’s school is an all-girls religious school. It is located in one 

of the southern states in Malaysia. The school has 69 teachers with a total of 

722 students.  

Principal 5 

Principal 5 began his teaching career in the current school 30 years ago. His 

first appointment as a principal was in a regular day school located in the 

capital city of one of the southern states in Malaysia. He later returned to head 
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his current school. Overall, he has been a principal for more than 15 years and 

spent close to ten years as the head of his current school. One of the first few 

regular day schools to be built in the district, the school was awarded the high 

performing school status in 2014. It has close to 1,200 students with a teaching 

force of 75.  

Principal 6 

Principal 6 has been a principal for 15 years in various schools. She has been 

the principal of her current school for eight years. Principal 6’s school was the 

first English medium school built in that state. It dates from the 1920s. Located 

in the state capital of a northern region of Malaysia, the school has always 

been an all-girls school. The current enrollment stands at 705 and the total 

number of teachers is 68. The school was one of the earliest recipients of the 

high performing school award. 

Findings 

The focus of the analysis was on the instructional, distributed and 

transformational leadership practices of the principals. These three leadership 

practices were very much central to this study. Similar to the data analysis 

strategy employed in Chapter 4, thematic analysis of the interviews was 

carried out. Emerging themes related to these three leadership practices of 

the principals, which were identified as similar or identical across the 

interviews, were extracted for analysis. The section begins with the analysis 

of instructional leadership practices followed by the transformational and 

distributed leadership practices of the principals.  

Instructional Leadership 

Four of the six principals agree that instructional leadership could be 

considered as one of the most effective leadership practices for principals as 

compared to other leadership practices.  
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Even though there are other leadership styles, such as 

transformational leadership, I strongly believe that 

instructional leadership is the most important attribute that a 

principal should possess. (principal 4) 

Similarly, principal 6 opines that “instructional leadership is ranked as the top 

trait for principals as compared to other leadership practices. It should be on 

top because the success of a principal relies heavily on their instructional 

leadership and practices”.  

Two of the principals view a strong link between instructional leadership and 

classroom practices. For example, principal 1 believes that instructional 

leadership should be practiced by all principals because of the emphasis on 

classroom activities.  

To me, principals must always be instructional leaders. 

Principals must lead the learning and teaching in the school. 

(principal 1) 

Principal 3 also considers classroom instructional practice as the most 

important activity in the school. In order to ensure that learning and teaching 

are carried out effectively, the role of the principal as instructional leader is 

pivotal.  

The whole thing about teaching and learning is basically what 

is happening in the classroom. Principals must look at what is 

happening in the classroom, hence instructional leadership is 

an important practice that a principal should have in order for 

them to understand, and be responsible for, what is happening 

in the classroom. (principal 3) 

Principal 2 believes that, among the myriad of leadership practices, a school 

leader should never dismiss the importance of instructional leadership. 

Principal 2 stresses that only with instructional leadership would a principal be 

able to lead teachers’ instructional practices.  
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In order to lead the teachers’ instructional practices, the 

knowledge of the instructional practices of the principals must 

be ahead of the teachers. (principal 2)  

Although the principals agree that instructional leadership is a “must-have” 

approach for Malaysian principals, they also agree that the full enactment of 

instructional leadership can be challenging. For example, although principal 5 

named instructional leadership as one of the most important leadership 

practices a principal should possess, he is nevertheless unconvinced that this 

type of leadership practice could be performed effectively by the principals on 

a consistent basis. Principal 5 argues that instructional leadership could only 

be carried out effectively if the administrative burden of the principals is greatly 

reduced.  

If the administrative workload could be reduced significantly, I 

would always consider instructional leadership as the most 

effective leadership practices compared to the rest… 

however, this leadership practice is very much less effective 

when principals spend too much time on other administrative 

matters. (principal 5) 

Principal 4 believes that instructional leadership must also focus on students’ 

learning but she admits that the demands of heading a high performing school 

requires her to reassess the situation as a leader of learning. 

Three of the SLTMs also point out the importance of instructional leadership 

as one of the leading practices that principals should carry out. SLTM 3, for 

example, believes that:  

Instructional leadership is very much effective if it is effectively 

done. This means that principals must be able to carry out 

most of the aspects identified in the domain of instructional 

leadership. (SLTM 3) 
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SLTM 2 argues that, only with strong instructional leadership, would a principal 

be able to lead teachers into enjoying the teaching profession.  

As an instructional leader, a principal could ensure that 

teachers are enjoying the teaching profession. If a principal 

does not practice instructional leadership, then it would be 

very difficult to provide good examples to teachers that the 

core business for teachers is to carry out effective instructional 

activities in the classroom. (SLTM 2) 

SLTM 4 also agrees that instructional leadership practice is considered 

effective:  

Instructional leadership stresses the importance of teaching 

and learning… however as we move into 21st century learning, 

the classroom dynamics shift from being teacher centred into 

student centred, hence I feel that instructional leadership is 

fairly balanced in negotiating that shift. (SLTM 4) 

Whilst SLTM 1 observes that his principal does carry out roles as an 

instructional leader, he stops short of acknowledging instructional leadership 

as one of the most effective leadership practices. 

The analysis also reveals that only one teacher specifically mentioned the 

need for principals to enact instructional leadership. Teacher 3 asserts: 

I think all principals should practice instructional leadership, in 

order to bring the school forward. (teacher 3)  

The rest of the teachers did not articulate in detail the specific types of 

leadership practices which they believe are effective. Nonetheless, the 

responses from the teachers do suggest that they agree that other leadership 

practices, apart from instructional leadership, are considered more prominent 

and this will be highlighted later in this chapter.  
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Questions are also asked to seek examples of how instructional leadership is 

enacted by the principals. This enables a better understanding of the extent to 

which instructional leadership is enacted and practiced by principals who are 

deemed high performing. Analysis of the findings identified seven themes that 

represent the instructional leadership practices of the principals. These 

themes are adopted from the dimensions of the instructional leadership 

framework proposed by Hallinger and Murphy (1985) which underpins this 

study. Although Hallinger and Murphy’s instructional leadership framework 

suggests ten functions or practices, the author limits the practices to only 

seven as these are strongly evident in the interviews. In addition, it is important 

to note that one practice that is related to instructional leadership, but is not 

directly categorised under Hallinger and Murphy’s instructional leadership’s 

framework, is providing instructional support. Although this specific practice is 

claimed by Leithwood (2010) as part of the revised transformational leadership 

practice under the banner of ‘Providing teaching support’, the author considers 

this practice as part of instructional leadership. 

Framing and communicating school goals 

The data from the interviews appears to suggest that three principals view goal 

setting as key to achieving excellence in their schools. These principals’ views 

are endorsed by their teachers and SLTMs. For example, principal 1 maintains 

that a principal must frame the school’s goals and mission so that they reflect 

the success which the school wants to achieve and sustain.  

When I was transferred here, the school’s mission and goal 

were to be one of the high performing schools by the year 

2014. We achieved that goal in 2012. That was our success. 

We discussed what to do next… what we want to achieve and 

what is the next goal. So, we framed a new goal which is by 

2018 we would become one of the most excellent high 

performing schools. (principal 1) 
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Teacher 1 agrees that his principal clearly articulates the school’s goal and 

mission to all teachers.  

We know that, to achieve the goal by 2018, we need to 

prepare the current crop of students especially those who 

started in form one last year. Ultimately this group of students 

will be sitting for the SPM examination in 2017 and their 

results will determine whether we can achieve the target of 

becoming the top high performing school in Malaysia. (teacher 

1)  

Principal 2 on the hand, develops a new goal and mission for the school as 

she considers the previous goal of the school was inappropriately framed as it 

does not have a clear timeline for the school to achieve it.  

When I was transferred to this school, I noticed that the 

previous school’s goal had no timeline. Mission and goals 

especially must have a timeline; if we do not have a timeline 

then we are unsure of the duration for us to accomplish the 

goal. So, with the new goal, we have a target. The teachers 

and the students work towards achieving the goal of the 

school. So, I emphasise the word “we” because this is our 

school and we are clear of the goal that we need to achieve. 

(principal 2) 

Teacher 2 nevertheless explains that principal 2 needs to amend the current 

school’s goal which is to be the top school by 2015. Teacher 2 feels that, even 

though the school is a high performing school, it has not yet achieved its goal 

as the top high performing school in Malaysia. Correspondingly, SLTM 2 

concedes that the goal framed by principal 2 and school members has fallen 

short of its target.  

The goal is often communicated by the principals to teachers 

especially, and we often work towards achieving the goal. But 
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sometimes we have to admit that there are multiple factors 

that stopped us from achieving the goal. (SLTM 2)  

Framing the school goals is not restricted to the overarching goal and mission 

statement of the school but also includes yearly academic goals. This includes 

using data on students’ performance when developing the school’s academic 

goals. An effective instructional leader would develop a focused set of 

schoolwide goals. In order for this goal to be realised, the leader must 

communicate the school’s goal effectively to the school community. This is 

evident from principal 6’s interview:  

My goal was conveyed strongly to all teachers and students. 

If the teachers do not know the aim and goal that we have set, 

then there is no sense of direction. We have to inform the 

teachers that we aim to be the number one school in this state. 

[Therefore] Goal setting is very important. I made sure that all 

teachers and students know the goal of this school from the 

beginning of the year and from time to time I would constantly 

remind them of this goal. (principal 6) 

Principal 6 is very firm on her school’s academic goals. She maintains that her 

school’s annual academic goal contributes strongly to the school’s long-term 

goal. She understands that, if a school’s goal is to be the best school in the 

state, the academic achievements of the students are one of the key 

determinants. SLTM 6 reinforces principal 6’s belief about how teachers need 

to be certain of their students’ current performance so that effective and 

achievable academic goals can be framed.  

She guides us first by telling us what should be the goal. When 

we are very clear on the goal that we need to achieve, it gives 

us clarity and helps us work toward achieving the goal. (SLTM 

6) 
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SLTM 6 maintains that principal 6 adopts a technique called the GROW 

system in setting yearly academic targets for students: 

At the beginning of every year, the senior leadership members 

would discuss and set a target based on the previous years’ 

grade point average (or GPS15) of the school. We do not 

simply put any numbers, but we would study the trend and 

look at our current strengths and weaknesses before setting 

this year’s GPS. (SLTM 6) 

Teacher 6 also agrees that principal 6 would often discuss the matter with 

teachers before agreeing on the school’s GPS. Based on the targets, principal 

6 would further discuss with the teachers the plans they might adopt in order 

for the targeted GPS to be realised. 

The data generated from the interviews show that three of the principals are 

clear on their school’s defined goals. Their emphasis on a schoolwide goal is 

focussed and there is a clear target deadline. Hence, attention to one solid 

goal, rather than multiple goals, might perhaps enable the teachers and other 

resources to be mobilised more efficiently and effectively. 

Nonetheless, principals 3, 4 and 5, together with their SLTMs and teachers, 

do not highlight the practice of framing and communicating goals in their 

interview responses.  

Supervising and evaluating instructions 

The practice of supervising and evaluating instruction is highlighted by five 

principals in the interviews. For example, principal 4 believes that the 

supervisory skill of a principal is important so that the principal would be able 

to evaluate the effectiveness of instructional activities that take place in the 

                                            
15 GPS or Gred Purata Sekolah literally means the school’s grade point average. GPS is used to monitor 
the schools’ performance in nationwide examination namely the PT3 (for Form 3), SPM (for Form 5) and 
STPM (for Form 6). The target of each school’s GPS is often fixed at the beginning of every school 
calendar year.  
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classroom. Principal 4 adds that, when a principal can supervise well, then she 

is capable of providing the required support, especially for the teachers: 

We would assist the teachers in all manners possible so that 

they would perform better even to the extent of requesting for 

a teacher mentor from another school… just as long as the 

teachers would benefit from it. (principal 4) 

Principal 1 believes that it is crucial for him to conduct observations and 

supervise how the teachers are teaching. Based on the supervision, he is able 

to provide the type of support for teachers. SLTM 1 agrees that principal 1 

often provides feedback or gives demonstrations of how effective teaching is 

carried out, even during staff meetings. Principal 1, according to SLTM 1, 

would demonstrate and give multiple examples of how to carry out classroom 

instruction. 

Sometimes, he would invite up to three teachers to observe 

how he carries out a lesson. (SLTM 1)  

Principal 3 also stresses the importance of supervision and observations of 

classroom instructional activities: 

So, we involve the whole senior leadership team members to 

carry out observations of teachers. I need to know what is 

happening in the classroom because, if the teaching and 

learning in the classroom are not happening, then there is no 

point basically. So, very important to the practice of 

instructional leadership is to make sure that the classroom 

practices are delivered accordingly. (principal 3)  

Principal 2 identifies the crucial role of the principal in supporting teachers’ 

instructional delivery in the classroom.  

I would provide the teachers support. I would observe and 

evaluate how teachers teach. Then I would point out to them 
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the strengths and weaknesses. I would also suggest 

alternatives on how they could improve their teaching. 

(principal 2) 

Principal 2 adds that:  

As a leader, we must know how to provide instructional 

support for the teachers. We have the added pedagogical 

skills and knowledge. Therefore, we must use that skills and 

knowledge to assist and support the teachers… because 

sometimes they might forget which technique or approach is 

the most effective in the classroom. (principal 2)  

Principal 6 feels that, by supervising teachers through the activities carried out 

by their students in their workbooks, she is able to make a fair judgment on 

the quality of tasks given by different teachers teaching a particular subject.  

When I inspect students’ workbooks, I am able to make 

comparisons of the different teachers teaching that subject in 

the same grade level. For example, I noticed that in one class, 

this particular teacher has been teaching a lot of 

comprehensions. In addition, students were made to do a lot 

of essays. In one of the other classes, I noticed that another 

teacher has not been giving students a lot of activities to do in 

their workbooks. So, when I investigated further, only then 

was I made aware that the teacher who rarely gives students’ 

tasks to do in their workbooks was a newly qualified teacher. 

(principal 6)  

Principal 6 explains that her action of reviewing student activity worksheets 

had assisted her in identifying not only the quality of instruction but also the 

support that could enhance the teachers’ delivery. She explains:  

I had then instructed the English Language subject head, 

together with the head of department, to provide extra support 
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for the teacher. Bearing the teacher in mind, I would then carry 

out further observation to establish any progress made by the 

teacher. (principal 6)  

Principal 6’s actions are a prime example of how an instructional leader would 

supervise and evaluate instruction through reviewing students’ work, and also 

ensuring that the specific strengths and weaknesses of the teachers’ 

instructional practices are conveyed.  

The practice of supervising and evaluating instruction is neither highlighted by 

principal 5 nor his SLTM and teacher. 

Coordinate the curriculum 

One example of how this aspect of instructional leadership practice is carried 

out is through the active participation of principals in reviewing curricular 

materials. SLTM 5 comments on how principal 5 had allowed for a bigger 

allocation to be given to the science department to purchase instructional 

materials. The bigger allocation is given after principal 5 discusses with the 

faculty members of the science department on how they could improve 

students’ performance in the science subjects. Hence the review of 

instructional materials is based on the students’ performance and the need to 

improve it.  

Similarly, principal 3 allows a bigger allocation to be spent on curricular 

materials if it could contribute to the students’ performance. Principal 3 also 

does not dictate the purchase of any curricula materials but instead allows the 

teachers and subject heads to suggest relevant curricula materials to be 

procured.  

SLTM 2 agrees that principal 2 allocates extra funding in obtaining teaching 

and learning materials that could further aid the students’ performance. SLTM 

2 maintains that her principal “would encourage teachers to fully utilise 

information and communication technology (ICT) when delivering lessons 

whenever it is possible”.  
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An instructional leader who coordinates the curriculum is also clear on who is 

responsible for coordinating and delivering the curriculum across all grade 

levels. For example, SLTM 5 explains that her principal would ensure that 

there would not be a mismatch of teachers teaching subjects which are not 

their specialisation. In addition, SLTM 5 explains that principal 5 assigns senior 

and excellent teachers to teach subjects in examination year grades (forms 

three and five).  

Similarly, principal 6 believes that she has the final decision on which teachers 

are best to teach examination year grades.  

It is routine that, every year, all the senior leadership team 

members would propose which teachers teach each subject. 

The first thing that I would consider before giving the approval 

is to identify the teachers, which the leadership team have 

proposed to teach exam classes. Sometimes, the same 

teacher would teach one examination subject in form 5 [one 

of the examination grade years] for many years; and that 

teacher has requested to teach other forms apart from forms 

three and five. But if I feel that her request would affect the 

outcome of the students’ performance, then I would have to 

turn down the teacher’s request. (principal 6) 

Coordinating the curriculum also involves using examination results when 

making curricular decisions. Principal 5, for example, recognises that the 

students had not performed well enough in the previous public examination 

and this is further highlighted by teacher 5. Whilst teacher 5 agrees that the 

academic performance of the students had declined, she maintains that the 

students’ academic progress has always been the principal and school’s main 

priority.  

The principal and the whole school did not dwell on the results 

too much, instead, we stepped up our efforts and we improved 
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our academic programme. Hopefully, this would help to 

improve the students’ performance. (teacher 5) 

Principal 4 also admits that public examination results often vary from year to 

year. Principal 4 believes that the best way to address any decline in the 

students’ performance in public examination is by advocating teachers to 

implement additional academic programmes for the students. Nevertheless, 

principal 4 reiterates that “whatever programme we carry out, we must make 

sure that it is contributing to the students’ performance… we must show that 

the programme is benefiting the students’ academic progress” (principal 4).  

The analysis suggests that there is no evidence of this specific instructional 

leadership practice being highlighted by principal 1.  

Monitor students’ progress 

Some of the principals reiterate the importance of constantly discussing 

students’ academic performance with teachers. For example, SLTM 1 

mentions how principal 1, being a mathematics teacher himself, would often 

review and discuss the academic progress of the students with fellow 

mathematics and science teachers: 

Principal 1 himself will often participate in discussions and 

meetings over the progress of the students. Even though he 

is the principal of the school, but because he also teaches 

maths, he would attend meetings conducted by the head of 

department to discuss any academic issues related to the 

subjects. (SLTM 1)  

Three of the principals adopt performance dialogue sessions with teachers 

when discussing students’ academic progress. The performance dialogue 

session was adopted from the new initiative introduced by the MEB which 

encourages district education supervisors to carry out dialogues with 

principals within their district, focussing mainly on schools’ academic 

performance. For example, principal 3 carries out the performance dialogue 
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sessions monthly to discuss specific strengths and weaknesses of the school’s 

performance.  

SLTM 3 adds that, apart from the performance dialogue, principal 3 also 

monitors students’ academic progress constantly through the online 

monitoring system.  

Everything is now online, even students’ marks. My principal 

monitors the students’ marks all the time. She checks 

personally and ensures that teachers update the marks 

whenever there are changes. I know some other principals 

won’t do that but my principal does. Even in other schools, the 

principals would ask their senior assistant principal to do the 

online monitoring, but she is not like them. (SLTM 3)  

The approach of using performance dialogue to discuss and monitor students’ 

progress is also adopted by principal 2 during staff meetings. Principal 2 

believes that teachers should be honest and frank, not only with the students’ 

progress, but also the teachers’ performance as well. 

With the performance dialogue, the discussion between the 

subject heads and the teachers is very open and frank. We 

need to really consider any problems concerning the students’ 

performance and discuss the steps needed to improve the 

performance. (principal 2) 

SLTM 6 explains that her principal also carries out performance dialogue 

sessions with teachers in order for them to understand the current 

performance and the expected performance of the students. Teachers will 

present and discuss the possible target of the students based on the results 

of the previous assessment: 

We [the principal and the senior leadership team members] 

would give time for teachers to analyse the current 

performance of the students, then we carry out performance 
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dialogue with them to discuss the possible target that the 

students can achieve. (SLTM 6)  

An effective instructional leader would constantly discuss the school 

assessment’s results with members of the faculties to identify the strengths 

and weaknesses. This practice is exemplified through regular meetings carried 

out by the principals with their teachers. Principal 2, for example, conducts 

weekly meetings with her three senior assistant principals, in addition to the 

monthly meeting with the rest of the SLTMs (heads of department) which she 

calls the G8 meeting.  

I would call for the G8 meeting from month to month to monitor 

and discuss the current students’ performance. If I was 

informed that the performance of the students is in decline or 

unsatisfactory in certain subjects, I would then share this 

information with subject head and teachers teaching that 

subject and discuss what would be the best possible steps to 

tackle this decline. (principal 2) 

Another example of the practice of monitoring students’ progress could be 

typified by the principal’s sharing students’ academic progress with the 

students themselves. Principal 4 demonstrates this action through the lens of 

SLTM 4, who stresses that principal 4 would ensure detailed analysis of 

students’ performance is carried out at the end of every school level test and 

assessment. The analysis is later shared with teachers and students.  

She (principal 4) will share the analysis of the students’ school 

level assessment’s results with all the students so that 

students know the academic goal of the school. So, I think that 

her practice of sharing the results and analysis with the 

students is fascinating. It means that she is clear on what the 

students need to achieve… and directly she is informing the 

school members of what needs to be done in order to achieve 

the academic goal of this school. (SLTM 4)  
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Teacher 4 acknowledges that principal 4 constantly informs students of their 

academic progress. Teacher 4 reports that her principal would personally meet 

students who are not making good progress or showing signs of failing. 

Principal 4 would then arrange for a special session together with the school’s 

counsellor.  

Principal 6 adopts a different method of monitoring students’ progress. She 

believes that monitoring students’ work via their workbooks is an effective tool 

of supervision. Principal 6 explains that, instead of asking teachers to select a 

few of the students’ workbooks to be assessed by the principal, she would 

instead visit the class and request all the students in the class to hand in their 

workbooks for assessment. By doing this, principal 6 feels that she can 

achieve four objectives. First, she can understand the quality of activities given 

by the teachers. Secondly, she is able to establish whether the teachers are 

carrying out a fair assessment of the work given to their students. Principal 6 

is also be able to determine whether students are doing the work assigned by 

the teachers. And finally, principal 6 can gauge how students are progressing 

academically with different teachers.  

The analysis reveals that five principals demonstrate instructional leadership 

practice through monitoring students’ progress. The examples suggest that 

principals monitor the progress of the students through meeting and 

discussion with teachers; sharing academic performance with the students; 

and observing the progress of the students through their academic work and 

tasks. The analysis nevertheless suggests that there is no evidence of this 

specific instructional leadership practice being highlighted by principal 5.  

Protect instructional time 

Key to any effective instructional leadership practices is the ability to protect 

the instructional sessions that are taking place in the school. For example, 

SLTM 1 recounts how principal 1 sometimes notices that, if classes were left 

unattended during his routine supervisory walkabout, he would ask one of the 

students to summon the teacher from the staffroom.  
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Teacher 3 explains that every time a teacher would have to leave the 

classroom for other official matters, principal 3 would ensure that the teacher 

prepares activities beforehand.  

Let’s say, our department… English. If we were to go on 

official duty, we must get a booklet of activities prepared. 

Whenever we go out of class, we will ask our students to go 

over to our relief teacher and they can get it (the booklet of 

activities). So, whenever a teacher is assigned to relieve that 

class, the teacher will monitor that the students complete the 

activities. (teacher 3)  

Teacher 3’s view on how classes should not be left without any instructional 

activities is also addressed by principal 3. Principal 3 is adamant that 

instructional activities in the classroom must come first above anything else, 

including personal matters. However, principal 3 acknowledges that 

sometimes it is inevitable for teachers to leave the class for personal matters, 

such as attending to family members who are unwell.  

I do entertain, I do allow and I think I have allowed all these 

things over the years… like emergency leave, going off early, 

coming in late. But I always tell them: "Take care of your 

classes if you know you need to go off early, you make sure 

that your classes are covered". And the teachers know about 

that. So, they do it, and I allow this. I always tell them, 

whatever personal business that they need to do, lesson time 

is the most important thing. So don't leave the students at the 

expense of their problem. So, they make arrangements. 

(principal 3) 

Principal 6 realises the importance of instructional time for the students. Even 

though she tries to limit interruptions of the instructional time, she understands 

the task at hand in negotiating the instructional time of students who are 

actively participating in extracurricular activities during school time. For 
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example, principal 6’s school is renowned for their marching band team. The 

team competes in national and international competitions on a regular basis. 

It is quite common for the marching band team members to leave classes 

during competitions.  

In order to ‘replace’ the instructional time of the students, one designated 

teacher is appointed to keep track of the number of instructional contact hours 

missed by each of the students. Principal 6 adds that, once the competition is 

over, the designated teacher would have a complete record of the number of 

instructional hours missed by the students. She later explains that the teacher, 

together with the SLTMs, would organise a meeting to coordinate extra 

classes or lessons to make up for all the lost instructional time.  

So now we have to replace these students’ missed lessons. 

For example, if cumulatively the student has missed three 

hours’ worth of Science, then we will make sure that the three 

hours will be replaced.  

Principal 6 believes that they are duty bound to ensure that the students who 

participated in the extracurricular activities are not left behind in their lessons.  

These students have sacrificed their time for the school; in 

return, we have to sacrifice our time to make sure that 

whatever lessons they missed are covered. We can’t expect 

to ask students to compete without giving them the proper 

support academically. (principal 6)  

Principal 6’s practice of protecting instructional time is supported by SLTM 6. 

SLTM 6 argues that because of its high performing school status, the school 

often receives visitors and guests. SLTMs are tasked to receive and entertain 

the visitors to the extent of cancelling their scheduled lessons. Nevertheless, 

because of the strong practice of protecting instructional time in the school, 

SLTM 6 explains that all the cancelled lessons are replaced outside of the 

normal school hours.  
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Principal 5 considers protecting instructional time as one of the most important 

elements for an effective instructional leader. Nevertheless, principal 5 

laments the problem faced in ensuring that his instructional time with his 

students is protected. Even though he teaches a minimum of 6 periods of civic 

education, the constant calling of other administrative duties, such as 

meetings, have really affected his responsibility in protecting the instructional 

time for those lessons.  

Principal 5 notes that added administrative responsibilities for teachers, such 

as updating the student assessments’ performance in the nationwide online 

monitoring system, is too burdensome. Indirectly, principal 5 believes that this 

issue is affecting teachers’ instructional time with students. 

The infrastructure is just too poor for teachers to use in terms 

of keying in the marks online… [Therefore] they had to wake 

up in the middle of the night so that they would be able to key 

in the marks because the [internet] traffic would not be that 

bad. But in the end, this is taking too much toll for my teachers, 

they suffer and they get depressed… how do you expect me 

to protect instructional time when teachers are greatly affected 

by this? (principal 5)  

As recounted in the previous chapter, the Ministry of Education has a strong 

commitment to the policy of protecting instructional time. Teacher 4 explains 

that her principal stresses this policy regularly to the teachers, especially 

during meetings. 

In meetings, teachers are often reminded of the Ministry’s 

agenda [the policy of protecting instructional time]. She 

reminds them of the importance of instructional time in 

classrooms. (teacher 4)  

While the practice of protecting instructional time is enforced by the principals, 

partly due to the directive of the Ministry of Education, the response from 
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teacher 2 indicates that this practice is not implemented forcefully by his 

principal. Teacher 2 attributes the lack of protection of instructional time to the 

overlay of too many activities: 

Sometimes there are too many disruptions during lesson 

time… too many activities and programmes. We talk about the 

‘protecting instructional time’ policy but at the same time we 

are carrying out extra programmes during lesson time. 

(teacher 2)  

The analysis reveals that this particular instructional leadership practice is 

carried out, or perceived to be carried out, by five principals. While agreeing 

that protecting instructional time is important, one of the five principals also 

believes that school leaders must negotiate between administrative duties and 

other external factors that would contribute to teachers not being able to 

protect their instructional time. Principal 2, in contrast, was perceived by the 

teacher to be unable to enact this type of instructional leadership. This 

indicates that not all principals share a similar view on the extent to which this 

instructional leadership practice should be enacted in schools, despite its 

being enforced as a directive by the Ministry.  

Maintain high visibility 

As shown in the previous chapter, maintaining high visibility was rated as the 

least performed instructional leadership practice as observed by principals and 

teachers. However, several of the interview participants indicated that their 

principals do maintain their presence in the school. For example, teacher 5 

mentions how principal 5 would frequently “round the classes” and this in itself 

reflects the constant presence of the principal in the school.  

The action of “round the classes” was also mentioned by teacher 1: 

Principal 1 likes to be on the ground… round the classes for 

example. He would take time to always remind teachers to 
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discuss any problems that occur. Principal 1 does not want 

teachers to form cliques amongst themselves. (teacher 1) 

SLTM 3 acknowledges the impact that the high visibility of her principal, as 

well as other SLTMs, have on teachers and students. 

…principal 3 and the administrative team would constantly do 

the walkabout…meaning that we are noticed. Teachers and 

students see our presence… we are seen in school. (SLTM 3)  

Principal 6 reaffirms the belief that principals should always be seen in school. 

She admits that, even though she would sometimes have to be out of the office 

attending meetings, she would not depart from the school in her car. 

Sometimes when I go for meetings, I would not use my car. 

Teachers would notice that my car is in the school…and they 

would think that I am in school. I would like them to think that 

I am in school. (principal 6)  

Maintaining high visibility also involves the principal attending, and 

participating in, extra and co-curricular activities. SLTM 3 mentions that 

principal 3 takes time to provide motivational support to students representing 

the school in any co-curricular activities. This action, according to SLTM 3, 

helps to maintain a healthy rapport between principal 3 and her students. Quite 

similarly, teacher 1 recalls how principal 1 would spend time with students who 

are participating in extracurricular activities even if they are conducted away 

from the school.  

Even though principals in four of the schools were seen as maintaining visibility 

in their school, principal 2 and principal 4 were perceived otherwise. For 

example, SLTM 2 laments the fact that her principal often attends meetings 

involving the cooperative movement, therefore SLTM 2 would have to deputise 

for principal 2 during her time away from school. She comments that, because 

the school organises quite a number of activities that coincide with the principal 

being away attending meetings, other SLTMs would then have to stand in for 
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the principal 2. SLTM 2 feels that the presence of a principal taking part in 

such activities is very important as “teachers and students would feel excited 

and motivated if their principal attends any school program” (SLTM 2).  

Teacher 4 also agrees that principal 4 is often away at meetings. Teacher 4 

nevertheless concedes that it is imperative for a principal in a high performing 

school to be attending meetings organised by the Ministry. 

Providing instructional support 

Some of the teachers and principals talk about the importance of providing 

additional instructional support towards improving learning and teaching in 

school. Most of the respondents mentioned how the extra funding received as 

part of being a high performing school has helped in providing extra 

instructional support for the school. One of the areas of instructional support 

highlighted by the interview participants involves the use of information and 

communication technology (ICT) in schools.  

For example, teacher 4 mentions how principal 4 has allocated the largest sum 

of the high performing school budget to academic programmes:  

This year, the portion allotted for academic programmes is 

quite a lot… RM160,000. This sum will be spent towards 

improving academic programmes in the school. (teacher 4).  

SLTM 4 agrees that principal 4 would allow additional spending if that would 

help to improve the teaching and learning activities in the school. SLTM 4 

adds: 

Principal 4 has procured more computers… she hopes that 

the teachers would increase the use of ICT in their classroom 

lessons. (SLTM 4)  

While principal 4 believes that it is not viable financially to equip each class 

with computers, she encourages teachers to use their own laptops to aid 

lessons by incorporating elements of information and communication 
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technology. She also hopes that teachers and students would fully utilise the 

upgraded computer lab during lessons. 

Similarly, teacher 5 comments on how her principal has allowed for extra 

funding to upgrade the ICT facilities in the school, thereby enabling teachers 

and students to benefit from the recently launched Frog Virtual Learning 

Environment (Frog VLE) programme. Frog VLE enables lessons to be carried 

out in and out of the classroom via a dedicated online platform. 

SLTM 2 mentions how her principal values 21st century learning which was 

highlighted in the MEB. In order to fully support the 21st century learning, 

principal 2 has invested the extra high performing school funding towards 

upgrading the school’s information and communication technology 

infrastructure. SLTM 2 added that, once the infrastructure was in place, 

principal 2 encouraged teachers and students to fully utilise ICT in education. 

Apart from improving the computer facilities in the school, SLTM 5 mentioned 

that principal 5 allowed for the extra high performing school funding to be 

allocated to support subjects that have shown a decline in the previous public 

examination results. The extra financial support would give the teachers who 

are teaching these subjects the opportunity to purchase additional instructional 

materials to support teaching and learning. The extra funding comes on top of 

the already allocated per capita grant for each subject given by the Ministry of 

Education.  

Teacher 6 commends on the way in which principal 6 handles any difficulties 

faced by teachers if the support materials used for lessons are malfunctioning.  

Sometimes we are faced with the situation where some of the 

instructional support materials are broken and not functioning 

properly, like the LCD projector for instance. So, it is difficult 

for teachers to carry out lessons which need to be carried out 

using the computer and projector. We spoke to principal 6 and 

she was quick to help to resolve the problem. (teacher 6) 
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Teacher 6 adds that principal 6 is always positive about improving instructional 

materials to aid the learning and teaching process in the classroom. SLTM 6 

agrees that principal 6 would provide any financial support towards improving 

the academic performance of the school.  

Principal 3 believes that a principal should always facilitate the teachers in 

procuring any instructional support materials.  

I don’t make it difficult, it’s a simple procedure. For the 

teachers to purchase, we have to make it easy… they just 

have to complete the order note… very fast. I am not very 

fussy, if the subject heads feel that the materials are what they 

and the teachers want… so we facilitate, we make it easy and 

they are happy. That is one way that we can help and support 

the teachers. Let them know that whatever they need, we can 

provide it. (principal 3)  

Most of the responses associate instructional support with financial and 

physical aids that could promote learning and teaching in the schools; 

however, this instructional leadership practice was not highlighted by principal 

1. 

Transformational leadership  

The analysis of the interviews also suggests that transformational leadership 

is perceived to be practiced by the six principals. Transformational leadership 

per se was not mentioned by interview participants as one of the leadership 

practices enacted by the principals. Nevertheless, the responses suggest that 

the practices of the principals are representative of the tenets of 

transformational leadership. The practices of transformational leadership are 

analysed based on themes centred upon the relevant components of the 

transformational leadership model proposed by Leithwood et al. (1999). Whilst 

the transformational leadership framework introduced by Leithwood et al. 

(1999) consists of three main dimensions each with its own corresponding sets 
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of practices, the themes that emerged from the analysis focus only on the most 

relevant and clear sets of transformational practices identified by the 

principals, SLTMs as well as the teachers. The author also did not consider 

analysing the added dimension of ‘Managing instructional program' as part of 

the transformational leadership practices of the principals. This is because 

instructional leadership practices were analysed extensively in the previous 

section.  

Setting direction 

Vision and mission are identified as the key components of setting the school’s 

direction, as proposed by Leithwood and Jantzi (2009). The practice of sharing 

the school’s vision and mission might overlap with two of the components of 

instructional leadership, namely, communicating and framing the school’s 

goals, but the focus here is on how the principals engage in sharing and 

conveying the schools’ vision and mission to the teachers and students. 

Further, by framing the schools’ vision and mission, the principals directly build 

and create the expectation of high performance. The expectation of high 

performance is also part of the components of setting direction. 

The analysis suggests that all the principals would use the school assemblies 

to convey and remind students of their schools’ vision and mission. In addition, 

either teachers or SLTMs from the six schools agree that their principals would 

often share the vision and mission during staff meetings. For example, SLTM 

4 underscores how principal 4 constantly emphasises the school’s vision and 

mission in the weekly assembly.  

The school’s vision and mission are quite visible everywhere 

in the school but principal 4 loves to reinforce them in the 

assembly. Assembly is the best avenue for her to convey the 

school’s vision and mission because all the students and 

teachers are present. (SLTM 4) 
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In addition to sharing the vision and mission during assembly, teacher 4 also 

observes that principal 4 often reiterated and reminded teachers of the vision 

during staff meetings. In addition, teacher 4 reaffirms how the school’s vision 

and mission were visible in many locations in the school. Teacher 4 adds that 

“whatever action that we plan must be in line with the school’s vision”. Principal 

4 agrees that school assembly and staff meetings are the best avenues for her 

to remind teachers and students of the school’s vision and mission.  

Teacher 1 agrees that the constant communicating and reminding of the 

school’s vision and mission by his Principal benefits the students. Teacher 1 

partly attributes the success of the school in obtaining high performing status 

to the belief and trust that the students and teachers have towards the school’s 

vision to be the top performing school in Malaysia. SLTM 1 adds that principal 

1 had requested that all flyers for any school programmes must include the 

school’s vision and mission statement.  

Apart from sharing the school’s mission and vision through school assemblies 

and staff meetings, principal 3 uses another approach in conveying her 

school’s vision. According to SLTM 3, principal 3 encourages her students to 

exhibit their talent and potential, which is truly reflective of the school’s vision, 

in international conferences. The vision of the school is to be renowned 

internationally. In order for the vision to be realised, principal 3 has been 

organising international conferences led by teachers and students of that 

school.  

I think we have achieved the vision because of the annual 

international conference that we organise. So, we are well 

known in that respect… and despite the success of the 

conference, principal 3 would constantly remind us of the 

vision to be known internationally. (SLTM 3)  

Principal 3’s vision of becoming a well-known school internationally is aided 

by their participation in events organised by schools in other countries.  
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We have put a mark in many countries all over the world. If 

you look at the school’s corridor, we have put a flag where the 

students of this school have been, and it's like all over the 

world… whether we go to participate, or we go to attend 

seminars and conferences, or whether they come to us. So 

this is not to say that we have achieved our vision 100% but I 

am confident we are moving towards it. (principal 3) 

Principal 3 reveals that the school’s vision of becoming well known 

internationally has influenced the ways in which teachers approach 

international competitions. As a result, the teachers try to find avenues for the 

school to be recognised internationally especially through international level 

competitions. Hence, principal 3 acknowledges the role that a school leader 

plays in influencing and encouraging the teachers to work for the common 

vision and mission of the school. 

Even though I say that the implementation of a lot of the 

activities that involve international participation is done by the 

teachers… but if you don’t steer them or put them in the right 

direction, then you will not be able to get the teachers together 

in achieving the vision and mission of the school. (principal 3)  

Teacher 3’s comments support the assertion made by her principal in relation 

to realising the vision of the school. Teacher 3 claims that the vision of the 

school is often highlighted by the principal and as result translates into the 

commitment of the teachers to realise the vision together: 

When we obtained the high performing school award, 

principal 3 had increased students’ participation 

overseas…previously we don’t use to send (sic) students 

overseas. I guess we are working towards the vision. (teacher 

3)  
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Principal 6 argues that adhering to the vision and mission of the school must 

be an ongoing effort of a school leader. However, principal 6 believes that it is 

imperative for the teachers and students to understand the vision of the school. 

In doing so, the vision of the school is often highlighted in the weekly assembly 

with teachers and students. Both SLTM 6 and teacher 6 acknowledge weekly 

assembly as the platform for their principal to share the school’s vision. 

Teacher 6 reaffirms her principal’s action: 

Every time during assembly, she would stress the school’s 

vision of becoming a global standard… so the students’ 

attitude must also be reflective of that. (teacher 6)  

Principal 2 also mentions the important role a leader plays in “disseminating 

the vision among the students, staff and teachers” (principal 2). The essence 

of the vision is incorporated in the school’s anthem. When she first took over 

the leadership in the school, principal 2 states that the school’s vision was 

slightly modified, together with the teachers:  

We build the vision with the concept proposed by the teachers. 

We need a vision… the vision, in turn, is our direction… 

without a direction then the school will be in disarray. So, the 

vision guides us in the right direction. (principal 2) 

Principal 5 adopts a similar method to principal 2 by sharing and disseminating 

the school’s vision through the school’s anthem and motto.  

We use a tagline that reflects the vision and the culture of the 

school which is: ‘the champions of everything’. The winning 

mentality has rubbed off perfectly on all the students until the 

point that we feel winning is normal but losing is something 

that is extraordinary! (principal 5)  

This is further emphasised by SLTM 5. SLTM 5 explains that the vision of the 

school was slightly modified in line with the status of a high performing school. 
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SLTM 5 and teacher 5 both agree that principal 5 often reminded students of 

the vision during school assemblies.  

Developing people 

Another important element of school transformational leadership is the ability 

of the principals to develop teachers’ “dispositions, motivations, bodies of 

knowledge and skills” (Leithwood et al., 1999: 71). Two practices under this 

dimension evident in the analysis are: modelling best professional practices 

and values, and providing individualised support.  

i. Modelling best professional practices and values 

Leithwood et al. (1999) posit that principals who set an example for teachers 

to follow may enhance the teachers’ beliefs about their own capacities. 

However, it is imperative for the principal to be the “models of behaviour 

(before) they expect of others” (Kouzes & Posner, 2007a: 63). For example, 

principal 2 declares that it is important for her to be able to “walk the talk” in 

order to set a good example for the teachers and students. 

You must lead by example… you must be a good model. If 

you want teachers to be at school by seven in the morning, 

then I must be in school by seven as well. So the most 

important thing for me is that I am able to walk what we talk 

and talk what we walk. (principal 2)  

Setting a good example is also exhibited by principal 1. The responsibility of 

being a principal in a fully residential school is often greater than principals of 

regular day schools which do not have boarding facilities. Principal 1 believes 

that being a principal in a fully residential school requires full-time attention 

because all of the students are boarding in the school. Hence, principal 1 

understands that his role as a leader is not confined only to the normal 

schooling hours but extends beyond that.  
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I am a leader, and as a leader, I have to carry out my duties 

and responsibilities all the time. To me, I work 24 hours. 

(principal 1)  

SLTM 1 and teacher 1 both agree that their principal does not adhere to normal 

working hours because of the nature of a fully residential school. They also 

highlight how principal 1 often carries out his responsibilities beyond official 

school hours. SLTM 1 gives an example of an incident when a landslide 

occurred near one of the hostels in the school. The hostel was declared unsafe 

until works to rectify the land structure near the hostel were completed. SLTM 

1 affirmed that principal 1 worked tirelessly around the clock to ensure that 

temporary accommodation for the students affected was arranged. Another 

example is given by teacher 1. He recognised principal 1 as someone who 

would often spend time doing rounds at the hostels even though hostel 

wardens are on duty all the time.  

Leaders who model the way would lead by doing rather than by just by telling 

(Leithwood et al., 1999). Principal 3 personifies this statement. Principal 3 

believes that, as a high performing school, they need to be doing things which 

are extra and out of the ordinary. However, principal 3 admits that “it was 

difficult at first to convince the teachers to do something extra”. In order for the 

teachers to believe that the “extra” work is beneficial to the school, principal 3 

believes that a principal must in return display a high level of enthusiasm and 

confidence that it would benefit all. Principal 3 gives an example how she 

responded to two invitations to compete in an international education best-

practices award. Principal 3 submitted the applications and was awarded 

second place at the Commonwealth level and third at the South East Asian 

level.  

So all these extras, if you as the principal don't bring it into the 

school, then the school will just move normally. Nothing extra 

and nothing different than any other school. I feel it is 

important for you to find the opportunities for the school. 

(principal 3) 
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Principal 3’s method of displaying such enthusiasm has influenced the 

teachers. For example, teacher 3 agrees that her principal is able to convince 

teachers to carry out tasks without being domineering:  

Well, one thing I can say about my principal, very dynamic. 

She is very good in this leadership, in the sense that... I don’t 

know, she's got this some kind... she's very charismatic. 

Whenever she asks someone to do something, she has those, 

some super power, she can get you to do it. (teacher 3) 

Leaders who model important values and practices engage in practices 

intended to reinforce key and basic values such as respecting others or 

trusting in the judgement of others (Leithwood et al., 1999). The analysis 

reveals that such practice is displayed by the principals through respecting 

and listening to other people’s ideas and suggestions. Principal 5 provides an 

example of how this practice is modelled and exemplified. Principal 5 always 

maintains that he is open to any ideas and comments given by any members 

of the school.  

In my time leading this school, I would never reject any ideas 

given… even if the school janitor has an idea, I would listen. 

The same goes for the school’s security person. Because their 

ideas are sometimes beneficial to the school… so we must 

listen to their ideas. (principal 5) 

Principal 5’s practice of being open to any suggestions and ideas are 

supported by SLTM 5 and teacher 5. For example, teacher 5 views her 

principal as someone who is “open-minded”. SLTM 5 adds that principal 5 is 

always open to any ideas and suggestions: 

If we have an idea, thoughts or suggestions… so far, he would 

never say no. He will ask us to discuss the ideas and 

suggestions. So we feel appreciated because our ideas are 

being heard by him… even after discussing the idea and he 
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feels that the idea or suggestions are not viable, he will decline 

in a professional manner. (SLTM 5)  

Similar to principal 5, teacher 6 believes that her principal exudes qualities that 

are reflective of a leader who values the ideas of other teachers. Teacher 6 

compares principal 6 with her previous principals: 

With previous principals, we [the teachers] felt afraid to 

express our thoughts and ideas to her, but now we are free to 

give ideas. (teacher 6)  

Principal 6 reinforces teacher 6’s comment: 

In being a leader, I always believe in practising two-way 

communication. I give ideas and they can give feedback on 

that idea. Ideas are flexible… can be changed and discussed. 

(principal 6)  

Another way in which school leaders could model important best professional 

practice is by modelling problem-solving techniques that others could adapt 

for their own work. This is exemplified by principal 4, whom SLTM 4 explains, 

uses the GROW approach to strategize ways of overcoming problems: 

Like the GROW programme… she is an expert. She takes 

great care in implementing the programme, especially when 

dealing with problem-solving strategies. She explains and 

guides teachers on how to adopt this programme with the 

students. (SLTM 4)  

Teacher 2 also saw principal 2 as someone “who is quick to solve problems”. 

Nonetheless, teacher 2 did not elaborate on how principal 2 solves the 

problems.  

The analysis provides examples of various practices of the principals that 

reflect the principals’ modelling of important values and practices as a 

component of transformational leadership.  
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ii. Providing individualised support 

Leithwood et al. (1999) believe that one of the ways in which school leaders 

provide individualised support is through encouraging teachers and staff to 

engage in professional development. This facet of transformational leadership 

resembles the component of ‘Promote professional development’, as 

proposed by Hallinger and Murphy (1985).  

The analysis indicates that four of the six principals engage in the practice of 

providing support for their teachers, especially in terms of professional 

development. For example, principal 4 believes in “providing the avenue and 

opportunity for all teachers to benefit from new knowledge”, especially those 

gained by attending professional development courses. Principal 4 also 

encourages new knowledge to be shared with other teachers. Principal 4’s 

views were shared by SLTM 4. SLTM 4 considers principal 4 as someone who 

provides opportunities for teachers to gain new knowledge by attending 

professional development courses. For example, any teachers who have 

completed professional development course are required by principal 4 to 

conduct in-house training for other teachers. Principal 4 ensures that all 

teachers would benefit from the added knowledge shared by their colleagues 

who have attended any courses. Teacher 4 adds that principal 4 has allocated 

a figure of RM30,000 to be spent specifically on teachers’ professional 

development in the current year.  

Principal 6 states that, in order for the teachers to be engaged in continuous 

professional support, she appoints a senior teacher of the DG48 grade to be 

specifically in charge of facilitating any in-house courses for the teachers. This 

would enable her to focus on other matters while keeping a close view on the 

progress of professional development activities taking place in the school. 

Teacher 6 agrees that her principal supports any activities that would facilitate 

better instructional practices as carried out by the teachers. 

She has a lot of ideas… when we proposed to conduct PLC 

[professional learning community], she gave a lot of advice 
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and ideas on how PLC could encourage teachers’ 

professional knowledge. She then suggested that we record 

the teachers’ carrying out lessons in the classroom, and the 

videos can then be shared with others. (teacher 6) 

Principal 1 promotes cooperative teaching as a way to encourage professional 

development amongst teachers. Principal 1 also believes that cooperative 

teaching would benefit newly qualified teachers because “they have less 

experience”. Hence, principal 1 considers that cooperative teaching would be 

one of the ways in which more experienced teachers could show exemplary 

instructional practices.  

I am all for cooperative teaching and that is the culture that we 

practice here. Sometimes I would allow up to two teachers to 

team-teach a class. It helps to create team work and promote 

good development for the teachers. (principal 1) 

Principal 3 believes that one way of developing professional capacity is 

through “pushing the teachers” to be involved with activities that could benefit 

the school, especially at the international level. Principal 3 argues that teacher 

involvement with international-level activities is something that could not be 

gained in other schools.  

There are a lot of instances where I pushed teachers, 

especially when we talk about competitions and all that. If I do 

not tell them to do it, nobody does it because these are extras. 

And of course, the teachers, they were very reluctant initially. 

But you then as the principal keep doing the normal things, 

then how do you say your school is high performing. So, to 

find all these extras things and I strongly feel that the principal 

must play the part. In the end, the teachers will benefit with 

the added knowledge which is so valuable. (principal 3)  
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While principal 3 believes in “pushing the teachers” to carry out extra duties, 

teacher 3 explains that she always guides and assists the teachers in carrying 

out the duties.  

She may ask you to do work and all that but she doesn't leave 

you alone. I mean that's my opinion. When she asks you to do 

something, when you go to her for some help, she will try her 

best to help. (teacher 3) 

Another facet of providing individualised support culminates in the form of 

“having an open door policy as well as being approachable, accessible and 

welcoming” (Leithwood et al., 1999). The analysis identifies such an approach 

being practiced by three principals. For example, principal 6 maintains that 

teachers are free to see her without having to make prior appointments: 

Let’s say, for example, I am at the canteen having my 

breakfast… then a teacher would come up to me and ask for 

my signature for an official document or letter. I would have 

no problem at all signing the document provided that the 

document is in order. I don’t mind doing it in the canteen and 

the teacher doesn’t have to worry about making an 

appointment to get the document signed. We need to 

understand that the teacher is sometimes in a rush to attend 

a lesson. (principal 6)  

Principal 2 believes it is important to preserve a positive interpersonal bond 

with the teachers whilst maintaining the professional relationship at the same 

time. 

In the professional context, yes, I am the head but, 

relationship and communication between humans should go 

beyond that context. So, teachers are free to see me… to 

share any personal matters. They can share their thoughts or 
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any personal feelings. So far, if they have any problem, they 

are free to WhatsApp [sic] me. (principal 2)  

Similarly, principal 5 believes that he is open to discussing any personal 

matters brought up by the teachers. This indicates that principal 5 is open to 

any form of communication and is not restricted to official matters only: 

I am open to all… if a teacher approaches me with a personal 

grievance, for instance, I would try to be in the teacher’s shoes 

for that moment. I would try and understand the teacher’s 

problem. If the teacher needs help, then we should provide 

the teacher with the necessary assistance. (principal 5)  

Principal 5’s method of open communication is well received by teacher 5. 

Teacher 5 claims that she is more comfortable in communicating ideas with 

her principal which is something that was not possible with her previous two 

principals. 

Redesigning the organisation by creating and maintaining shared decision-
making structures and processes 

The final dimension of the transformational leadership practice which is 

evident in the interviews is how the principals redesign the organisation 

through creating and maintaining shared decision-making structures and 

processes. Leithwood et al. (1999) posit that this dimension of transformational 

leadership aims at providing “both formal and informal opportunities for 

members of the school to participate in the decision making” process. This 

component of transformational leadership shares similar qualities with 

distributed leadership.  

The findings reveal that principals agree that the decision-making process in 

their schools is based on collective agreement amongst the SLTMs. Principal 

4, for example, believes that her G9 group can offer multiple perspectives 

before any decisions are made. 
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In the [G9] meeting, we all make decisions. Say if there is an 

issue or if there is a matter that needs to be resolved, we make 

a collective decision. Either you agree or disagree on that 

matter, the decision is ours. I don’t want the teachers to say 

that all decisions are made by me… so whenever a decision 

is needed, it must be a decision based on all of our agreement. 

(principal 4) 

Principal 2 considers decision-making as a process that should be exactly 

right. The decision made “should not hurt anyone” and should be beneficial to 

all. Using a similar structure to principal 4, principal 2 identifies meetings with 

G4 (a group consisting of the principal and three assistant principals) as well 

as the G9 (an extension to the G4 that includes five heads of department) as 

the critical platform when making curriculum decisions.  

Principal 5 frequently highlights his decision-making practice via school 

meetings. He maintains that he seldom uses his capacity as the principal when 

making decisions but instead he adheres to any decision that arises from the 

meeting.  

In many things we do, most of the decisions come from 

consensus in meetings. I like to give suggestions and views. 

Then we would further discuss and debate the matter. I truly 

believe and I am totally confident that the consensus reached 

at the end shall be supported and backed by all members of 

the meeting. (principal 5) 

Principal 5 added that “being a principal is easy but the toughest part is to 

make decisions”. Hence, principal 5 felt that, if a decision needs to be made, 

he must ensure that the “he would be able to sleep on the decision” without 

any worries.  

I am sure that the decision made will be backed by the 

members of the meeting especially if it’s criticised by external 
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parties. I am confident we can defend the decision as a shared 

decision. (principal 5) 

However, principal 5 is adamant that, if a decision is made amongst the 

leadership team in the school, any disagreement on the decision later should 

not be displayed in front of the teachers. Principal 5 does not want the teachers 

to have the perception that the leadership team is not united in agreeing on 

any decisions made.  

Similarly, principal 6 also believes that a collective decision made, especially 

by the leadership team, should always be upheld. Nevertheless, principal 6 

also believes that, if a decision made by the leadership team leads to further 

complications, especially towards the teachers, then she would review the 

decision. Principal 6 gives an example of how the leadership team has decided 

to separate students into set groups. The students’ ability and current 

performance determines the set groups. The teachers had to make 

adjustments in terms of their teaching strategy because students were placed 

in groups that are based on their abilities. Principal 6 says that some of the 

teachers complained of the set system because it was introduced halfway 

through the term. The teachers felt that both teachers and students had 

difficulties in readjusting to the different approaches in the lessons which were 

dependent on students’ abilities.  

Hence, principal 6 felt that the decision about the set system needs to be re-

examined. However, she maintains that, for her to backtrack on the collective 

decision made by the leadership team, would require solid reasoning from the 

teachers.  

We decided to go back to the normal arrangement. This 

means that when a decision has been made, it could be re-

considered especially when teachers can prove to me that the 

decision made was not beneficial to the students and 

teachers. I can accept that… so there is no point in holding on 
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to the decision when it’s affecting teachers and students. 

(principal 6) 

The scenario explained by principal 6 implies that she allows the teachers to 

suggest and make changes when clearly the original decision was not 

benefiting students and teachers. Hence, the decision-making process does 

not end at the senior leadership level but was extended to teachers for 

consideration and amendment when it was deemed necessary.  

Principal 1 exemplifies another shared decision-making process. He 

maintained that school-based decisions must come from everyone. 

It is not only us and certainly it does not come solely from me. 

We must discuss with all parties concerned. We have to listen 

to teachers’ opinions before we can decide. (principal 1)  

Similarly, principal 3 affirmed her belief that any major decisions in school 

should be agreed by everyone.  

You see, when you want to do anything, it is not easy to get 

the consent of everyone, so at least I will get the consensus 

of the senior leadership team. So, we do discuss before any 

big decisions are made. (principal 3)  

The analysis of interviews also reveals how the SLTMs and teachers observe 

their principals carrying out decision-making. For example, SLTM 1 maintains 

that “so far, whatever decisions that need to be made by the principal are 

referred to the leadership team”.  

Principal 3’s practice of making decisions together with all the SLTMs is 

acknowledged by SLTM 3.  

When it comes to decisions, she likes to discuss them in the 

leadership meeting. She asks our opinions and she offers her 

opinions. Then we discuss what to do before coming to a 

decision. (SLTM 3)  
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SLTM 2 asserts that one of the most effective traits of her principal is how 

principal 2 would discuss any matters with the SLTMs before making any 

decision. SLTM 2 insists that “if we want to make any decisions, it would not 

be her decision or our decision…it must be a collective decision”. 

Similarly, SLTM 5 explains that her principal chairs weekly meetings with other 

SLTMs. The weekly meetings facilitate making school based decisions 

collectively.  

So far, we [the principal and other SLTMs] meet every 

Wednesday. Quite often, decisions are made in that meeting. 

(SLTM 5)  

In addition, the decision-making process is also extended to other members 

of the school, especially in meetings.  

Principal 5 will make decisions based on what was discussed 

in meetings. If there is a problem caused by the decision 

made, we will discuss the decision together and try to reach 

the best possible solution. (teacher 5)  

SLTM 4 concurs with her principal’s practice of involving SLTMs before making 

any key decisions: 

Principal 4 would always discuss with us [the SLTMs] before 

making any decisions. She would never make a decision 

without consulting us. If we all agree, only then is the decision 

imparted to the teachers and students. (SLTM 4)  

While principal 4 and SLTM 4 both agree that all school-based decisions are 

made collectively by the leadership team, teacher 4 argues that the decisions 

are often finalised without any room for further discussion with the teachers. 

If we [the teachers], do not agree with the decision, she 

[principal 4] will defend it. She feels that the decision comes 

from the agreement of the leadership team. It has been 
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discussed and agreed upon collectively. Therefore, the 

decision must be carried out… because all the decisions 

made by the G9 is final. (teacher 4)  

Teacher 4’s sentiment on how firm her principal was in every decision made 

is in direct contrast to principal 1 and principal 6. Both principal 1 and principal 

6 would allow teachers’ opinions to be considered in relation to the decisions 

made. Principal 4 however, makes decision at the higher level without giving 

the opportunities to teacher to review or discuss the decisions made.  

The analysis suggests that the transformational leadership component of 

creating and maintaining a shared decision-making process is identified as 

one of the more prominent leadership practices enacted by all principals. The 

evidence demonstrates that all the principals involved their SLTMs when 

making decisions. SLTMs and teachers also acknowledged that their 

principals involved others in making decisions, especially the senior 

leadership. Whilst the analysis confirms the dynamics of the decision-making 

process between the principals and their SLTMs, the analysis also reveals that 

three principals involve other teachers when making key decisions in schools. 

Distributed leadership 

Similar to transformational leadership, the practice of distributed leadership 

was not explicitly mentioned by any of the interview participants. However, 

their comments do indicate that the six principals display practices that are 

consistent with distributed leadership. The themes that emerged from the 

analysis are aligned with the distributed leadership framework, as suggested 

by MacBeath (2005), Harris (2008) and Spillane (2006). 

Distribution or delegation to the senior leadership team 

All Malaysian secondary schools have a minimum of three assistant principals. 

Some schools that offer form six education have an additional assistant 

principal, as in the case of principal 3’s school. In addition to the assistant 

principals, most secondary schools have between three to five heads of 
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department that would make up the rest of the senior leadership team. All six 

SLTMs interviewed acknowledged that their principals delegate and share 

leadership responsibilities with all SLTMs in their schools. Nevertheless, the 

analysis is careful in distinguishing between distributed leadership and the 

mere practice of delegating tasks. This is linked to the suggestion by Harris 

(2004: 20) that “it will be important to ensure that distributed leadership is not 

simply misguided delegation”. 

The interviews with the senior leadership members suggest that the devolution 

of power to the senior leadership team is sometimes hierarchical. Even though 

there are three or four assistant principals in a secondary school, quite often 

assistant principal I is considered as the de facto first deputy principal. This is 

typified by SLTM 2. Whilst there are three assistant principals in the school, 

SLTM 2 acknowledges the clear devolution of power by the principal whenever 

she is away from school.  

So, whenever she has to attend meetings or any other matters 

away from school, I would deputise for her… meaning I would 

take over the running of the school during her absence. She 

allows me to carry out my task in the fullest of capacity… 

meaning I can make any decision in her absence. 

Nevertheless, if I feel that the decision requires her discretion, 

then I would contact her. Otherwise, she allows me to deputise 

her with full authority whenever she is away. (SLTM 2)  

SLTM 4 observes that, since the current principal took over the school, many 

of the leadership responsibilities are distributed and delegated to all assistant 

principals in the school, especially the first assistant principal. SLTM 4, being 

an assistant principal for co-curricular activities, believes that the first senior 

principal is often tasked not only with academic matters but also with the 

welfare of the teachers.  

Teachers would often consult the first assistant principal and 

therefore the principal herself allows for the first assistant 
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principal to make any decision. Nonetheless, if the first 

assistant principal feels that any matters brought up by the 

teachers require the principal’s attention, only then would 

principal 4 would provide her opinion, assistance and decision 

where necessary. (SLTM 4)  

The analysis above indicates that leadership is distributed or delegated 

formally to school members who occupy senior or formal roles (MacBeath, 

2005). The analysis also suggests that principals delegate or distribute 

leadership tasks pragmatically to “the right people” (MacBeath, 2005). This 

practice is illustrated through the responses from SLTM 1, who states that 

principal 1 “always allocates roles and responsibilities to all SLTMs according 

to its suitability”. 

Spillane et al. (2001) posit that distributed leadership could occur when 

leadership tasks and functions are enacted and stretched across the school. 

As a result, delegation of duties and tasks are carried out by multiple members 

of the school. SLTM 3 provides an example of how her principal extended 

leadership responsibilities to all SLTMs. SLTM 3 clarifies that there are four 

assistant principals and four heads of department altogether in the school. 

SLTM 3 explains that all SLTMs are assigned with the roles of “carrying out 

daily supervision and observation of classroom activities”. A distributed 

perspective of delegating tasks to members of the senior leadership team, 

especially in the supervision of instruction, has enabled principal 3 to ‘stretch’ 

her instructional duties to others, hence ensuring that the quality of instruction 

is supervised collectively in the school.  

SLTM 3’s assertion is corroborated by Principal 3. Principal 3 believes that 

good instructional practices could be carried out effectively when they are 

distributed to other members of the school. 

As the principal, your most important responsibility is to look 

at what is happening in the classroom but you cannot do it by 

yourself. It depends on the size of the school; I am talking 
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about this school. So, to me... I must empower my team to 

help me… to make sure that the instructional practice is 

carried out well. (principal 3) 

The act of empowering others, as stated by principal 3, leads this analysis to 

examine the practice of delegating duties and tasks to others through 

empowerment. The analysis identifies how three principals, including principal 

3, empower SLTMs in carrying out roles and responsibilities. For example, 

SLTM 6 believes that her principal’s empowerment of the SLTMs has allowed 

for greater flexibility in carrying out roles and responsibilities:  

The senior leadership team members have monthly meetings 

with the principal. She empowers us to carry out the roles and 

responsibilities assigned according to our needs and 

suitability. So, in between the monthly meetings with the 

principal, I would carry out meetings with the heads of 

department as often as possible… because I would like to be 

on top of things if possible. (SLTM 6)  

SLTM 5 also uses the word “empowerment” to describe how their principal 

delegates or distributes responsibilities in their school. SLTM 5 argues that 

“there are two types of principal; one who likes to direct and order, and another 

who empowers”. SLTM 5 believes that her principal is the latter.  

He [principal 5] empowers. We [the SLTMs and the principal] 

would constantly meet and have discussion. He engages us 

in the meeting before making any decision. (SLTM 5)  

The comments from the SLTMs suggest that they acknowledge that leadership 

capacity in the schools is stretched across other senior leadership members 

through task delegation and empowerment. This analysis exhibits evidence 

about which tasks are distributed and delegated by the principals to other 

SLTMs. The analysis is careful in interpreting and analysing the act of 

delegating duties as a form of distributed leadership. Nevertheless, the above 
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analysis does suggest that the practice of distributed leadership is grounded 

in the act of delegating and empowering SLTMs in the school. In addition, 

through task delegation, the influence of the principal is exercised through their 

SLTMs. 

Collaboration with senior leadership members 

The practice of collaboration identified here also overlaps with the element of 

collaborative school culture under the transformational leadership dimension 

of ‘Redesigning the organisation’. The interview participants were asked how 

often principals collaborate with SLTMs. Most of the responses illustrate 

patterns of collaboration between the principals and their teachers and senior 

leaders. The pattern of collaboration supports the understanding that 

distributed leadership could also be carried out through collaborated 

distribution (Spillane & Diamond, 2007).  

For example, principal 6 values the teamwork and collaboration that she has 

with other SLTMs. In order for the teamwork to work efficiently, principal 6 uses 

the group function on the social media application, WhatsApp. The group 

function enables her to communicate in real time with all her SLTMs. Principal 

6 explains that any matters that need urgent attention are relayed in the 

WhatsApp application. All the members of that specific group would then be 

able to discuss the solution to the matters raised.  

Similarly, principal 3 uses WhatsApp to connect with all her SLTMs. This form 

of communication has allowed for an effective collaboration amongst the 

leadership group in the school. As Principal 3 explains:  

You see… when you want to do anything it is not easy to get 

the consent of everyone, so at least I will get the consensus 

of the senior leadership team. So, we do discuss. We do meet 

up… but we can’t afford to have meetings every week 

because there’s too much work. We just use WhatsApp before 

any big decisions are made. (principal 3) 
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Principal 5 considers meetings with the SLTMs as the best platform for 

collaboration. In order for the collaboration to be successful, principal 5 would 

always consider himself as part of the team rather than as head of the team: 

In the meeting with my fellow administrators, I would never 

consider myself as the principal or the head. I am open to all 

form of ideas and discussion… because I know they [the 

senior leadership team members] have a lot of brilliant ideas. 

(principal 5) 

Principal 2 identifies the three assistant principals as the other members of the 

G4 group. Principal 2 claims G4 as “the four core leaders” of the school. This 

G4 group carries out weekly meetings to review and resolve any pressing 

problems. Along similar lines, principal 4 characterises her SLTMs as the ‘G9’ 

group. G9 consists of the principal, three assistant principals and five heads 

of department.  

I have my weekly G9 meeting on Wednesdays. We need the 

help and support of all the senior leadership team members. 

(principal 4) 

Principal 4 adds that the G9 functions as a platform for all SLTMs to collaborate 

and understand the roles, duties, and responsibilities of others. In addition, 

principal 4 views the meeting as a knowledge sharing session amongst the 

SLTMs.  

Collaboration between the principal and the SLTMs is also recognised by 

several of the teachers interviewed. Teacher 3, for example, acknowledges 

that principal 3 constantly maintains collaboration with the SLTMs.  

Yeah…I would say the principal and the administrators [the 

SLTMs]… that they are very close. (teacher 3) 

Teacher 1 and teacher 5 also mention how their principals often refer to their 

SLTMs when dealing with the daily running of the schools. For example, 
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teacher 5 identifies how her principal involves the SLTMs and other staff in 

making decisions.  

Discussion would be carried out beforehand with the senior 

leadership team members and other staff. So the opinions of 

other staff are always taken into consideration. (teacher 5) 

Teacher 2 also noted that his principal often collaborates, not only with the 

assistant principals, but also with the heads of department. However, teacher 

2 criticised the way in which the head of department would often find fault with 

the teachers and report them to the principal. This indicates that, whilst 

collaboration with other SLTMs is carried out by principal 2, the practice 

nevertheless creates conflict among the teachers.  

Enabling others to act 

The examples of distributed leadership discussed so far show the extent to 

which power and responsibilities are devolved and distributed amongst the 

SLTMs of the schools. In addition, examples of how principals collaborate with 

their SLTMs are also highlighted. This section examines the extent to which 

the distributed leadership practices of the principals are expanded to the 

teachers.  

Teachers in Malaysian schools do carry extra responsibilities apart from the 

obvious role of teaching. These include being advisors, coaches and 

managers of the schools’ sports clubs. In addition, teachers are also assigned 

as coordinators and advisors to the clubs and societies in schools. Some of 

the interview participants state that the principals delegate and assign tasks 

and responsibilities to teachers based on their capabilities. For example, 

SLTM 1, SLTM 5, SLTM 6 teacher 4 and teacher 6 all revealed that the 

delegation of tasks to the teachers at the beginning of every school year 

hinges upon the principal’s trust in the teachers’ ability to perform the extra 

duties.  
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SLTM 1 comments that the principal “will always delegate and assign tasks to 

teachers whom he feels are capable”. SLTM 5, on the other hand, explained 

that her principal empowers the SLTMs in selecting and proposing additional 

tasks or responsibilities to the teachers. SLTM 5 adds: 

Principal 5 allows us [the SLTMs] to select the additional roles 

and tasks that teachers must carry out apart from the normal 

teaching responsibilities. So, principal 5 will endorse the 

selection based on our recommendations. (SLTM 5) 

The comments made by SLTM 5 further support the views that teachers who 

assume additional roles in the school are selected based on their capabilities 

and talents. This practice supports MacBeath’s (2005) suggestion that 

distributed leadership is carried out strategically by the principal with the 

expectation that the teachers selected for the roles will contribute to the long-

term goal of the school.  

Teacher 4 asserts that her principal tries her best to enable teachers to carry 

out the additional tasks and responsibilities assigned to them. However, 

teacher 4 admits that sometimes it is quite impossible to delegate the 

additional tasks to teachers based on the teachers’ expertise and additional 

skills. Teacher 4 explains that some of the teachers have expertise in sports 

while others do not. Therefore, the sports’ club headed by a capable and skilful 

teacher might yield greater results as compared to other sports clubs that are 

headed by teachers with lesser knowledge of that sport. Teacher 4 also 

emphasises that, “when additional roles and tasks are assigned to teachers, it 

comes with total trust and empowerment… and principal 4 would constantly 

remind those teachers to make sure that the tasks are carried out”.  

Similarly, teacher 3 admits that her principal would provide opportunities for 

other teachers to lead school programmes or carry out duties beyond 

classroom activities. However, teacher 3 admits that, whilst her principal tries 

to give opportunities for all teachers to lead in one way or the other, it is quite 
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difficult sometimes to match every teacher with any specific task of leading a 

programme or duty, as teachers possess different abilities and expertise.  

Teacher 6 describes her principal as someone who practices the delegation 

of power, even to teachers. Teacher 6 explains that the teachers have no 

problem in collaborating and cooperating with the leadership team of the 

school. For example, teacher 6 reports that “there are a lot of the school’s 

subcommittees that are handled and headed by teachers”. Teacher 6 believes 

that the added responsibilities show that teachers are empowered by their 

principal: 

She would allow not only the senior leadership team members 

but also teachers to exercise their authority when needed. So 

when teachers do carry out their role in exerting their authority, 

we do not feel apprehensive. (teacher 6)  

Apart from the practice of delegating extra tasks and roles to teachers 

illustrated thus far, two of the participants stressed their principals’ trust when 

tasks are assigned to them. For example, teacher 1 highlights how principal 1 

trusts the teachers to perform the tasks assigned without interfering too much:  

To me… we are clear on the tasks that were given. When he 

assigns the task… it is not like he would monitor us all the 

time, but he gives us time and freedom to carry out the task. 

Because he seldom interferes, we feel that we are obliged to 

update him on the progress from time to time. So, we value 

the trust that he puts in us in completing any tasks given. 

(teacher 1)  

SLTM 4 also highlights the value of the trust that is shown by her principal 

whenever she is assigned with additional responsibilities. SLTM 4 gives an 

example of how principal 4 had appointed her as the school’s representative 

to the district athletics meet’s central committee.  
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I am quite new to the post of assistant principal for co-

curricular, so being appointed to be in the committee is 

something quite challenging. But principal 4 gave her full trust 

for me to carry out this role and she did not intervene. But I do 

feel that it is important for me to update her with the 

progress… that is how I reciprocate the trust and that is how 

we collaborate. (SLTM 4)  

The analysis thus far has presented examples of how their principals enable 

teachers and senior assistant principals to act. Several of the principals 

interviewed offered some examples of how they enabled their teachers to carry 

out additional tasks in schools. Principal 6, for example, assigns administrative 

tasks to senior teachers who are of the grade of DG48.  

In my school, I have a lot of senior teachers. Most of them are 

DG48 grades. By right, their grade of service is even higher 

than the grade of service of my heads of department. So, they 

have to contribute. I ensured that these DG48 teachers are on 

daily duties. These added responsibilities will one day be 

beneficial to them when are appointed to hold any senior 

leadership position. (principal 6) 

Some of the tasks assigned by principal 6 to the DG48 teachers include 

coordinating after-school classes for students and doing daily rounds together 

with other SLTMs.  

Similarly, principal 2 believes that empowerment of teachers “happens well in 

the school”. Principal 2 gives an example of how she assigned the role of 

coordinator for the school’s co-curricular excellence centre to one of the 

teachers, instead of the assistant principal for co-curricular.  

If any matters related to the co-curricular activities that need 

to be carried out at the co-curricular centre, I will refer them to 
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the coordinator first. So as a principal we must groom our 

teachers so as to become future leaders. (principal 2)  

The evidence suggests that principal 2, provides avenues for other teachers 

to carry out extra duties as a way for her “to groom future leaders”.  

Summary of Key Findings 

The analysis was carried out to capture and understand, from a range of 

perspectives, a range of leadership practices evident in principals who are 

deemed high performing. The analysis suggests that the principals enact 

leadership practices that could be associated with instructional, 

transformational and distributed leadership.  

Key comments that reflect the leadership practices of the principals were 

extracted for analysis. The comments made by the participants are 

summarised according to the leadership practices as detailed in Table 6.2:. 

The comments are specified based on the participants. This indicates the 

extent to which each of the leadership practices is perceived to be enacted by 

the principals from the perspectives of the principals themselves, the SLTMs, 

and the teachers. Nonetheless, it is imperative for the author to emphasise 

that the leadership practices identified are solely based on the interview 

evidence. Therefore, while some principals, or their SLTMs and teachers did 

not provide evidence of the leadership practices being enacted, this does not 

necessarily mean that the practices were entirely absent from the principals.  
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 Principal 
1 

Principal 
2 

Principal 
3 

Principal 
4 

Principal 
5 

Principal 
6 

Instructional leadership       

Framing and communicating 
goals 

P T P *S *T 
   

P S T 

Supervising & evaluating 
instruction 

P S P P P  P 

Coordinate the curriculum  S P P P S T P 

Monitor students’ progress S P P S S T  P S 

Protect instructional time S *T P T T P *P P S 

Maintain high visibility T T *S S S *T T P 

Provide instructional support  S P P S T S T T 

Transformational 
leadership 

      

Setting direction – Sharing 
school’s vision and mission 

S T P P S T P S T P S T P S T 

Developing people – 
Modelling best professional 
practice and values 

P S T P T P T P S P S T P T 

Developing people – 
Providing individualised 
support 

P P P T P S P P T 

Redesigning the 
organisation – Creating and 
maintaining a shared 
decision-making structure 
and process 

P S P S P S P S T P S T P 

Distributed leadership       

Distribution or delegation of 
power to senior leadership 
team 

S S S S S S 

Collaboration with senior 
leadership members 

T P *T P T P P T P 

Enabling others to act S T P T S T S P S T 
P=comments made by principals    *P=negative comments made by principals 
S=comments made by senior leadership team member *S=negative comments made by senior 
leadership team member 
T=comments made by teacher    *T=negative comments made by teacher  
 

Table 6.2: Summary of key findings based on the analysis of interviews 

The summary in Table 6.2: illustrates the leadership practices enacted by the 

principals. In some instances, the principals themselves do not provide 
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examples of the leadership practices, but the comments made by their 

teachers and SLTMs indicate that the practices were carried out by the 

principals. As the summary and the analysis suggest, most of the comments 

made by the teachers and the SLTMs reflect positive perceptions of their 

principals’ leadership. However, it could be argued that the positive comments 

may arise from Malaysian societal and organisational norms which do not 

generally criticise leaders openly. 

Nevertheless, there were some comments which indicate that some of the 

leadership practices were perceived to be enacted in a negative manner. For 

example, the principal in School 2 has received comments from her teacher 

and SLTM which express a degree of criticism of their principal’s leadership 

practices. The comments made by either teacher 2 and/or SLTM 2 suggest 

that instructional leadership practices of ‘Framing and communicating goals’, 

‘Protect instructional time’ and ‘Maintain high visibility’ pertaining to their 

principal were perceived to be lacking. Teacher 2 also disagreed with the 

manner in which his principal collaborates with SLTMs, when carrying out 

supervision. He felt that the SLTM only criticises the instructional activities 

rather than giving advice, hence it created conflict between the teacher and 

SLTM rather than improve the quality of instruction. Whilst there are a few 

negative comments about principal 2, the analysis found no further evidence 

that would suggest that the overall leadership practices of principal 2 are 

ineffective.  

The practice by principal 4 of maintaining high visibility also received a degree 

of criticism from her teacher. Teacher 4 indicated that maintaining visibility is 

something that could not be practiced by her principal due to the busy 

schedule that required principal 4 to be away from school most of the time. 

The analysis also shows that, whilst principal 5 views the practice of protecting 

instructional time as something that is very important, it is often thwarted by 

extenuating factors that limit the practice from being fully implemented.  
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Overview  

The findings presented in this chapter reveal themes or patterns that best 

represent the practices of principals who are deemed high performing. The 

analysis has provided important perspectives on how leadership practices are 

enacted by the principals from the perspective of both the principals and their 

teachers, including SLTMs. Nonetheless, it is important to note that the 

analysis was based on the assumptions and approaches of three specific 

leadership practices, namely instructional, transformational and distributed 

leadership. While it could be deduced that transformational and distributed 

leadership practices are exhibited more by the principals than is instructional 

leadership, this does not necessarily imply that this particular leadership 

practice is not the preferred type of leadership. The findings rather suggest 

that principals who are deemed high performing do integrate different types of 

leadership practices.  

The analysis shows patterns of leadership practices which are identified either 

as instructional, transformational or distributed. It follows that some of the 

leadership practices are identified as overlapping. The apparent overlap of the 

leadership practices within the framework of instructional, transformational 

and distributed leadership will be the main focus of discussion in the next 

chapter. The next chapter will also present discussion of the findings from all 

three phases of this study, linked to the literature. The themes drawn from the 

interview responses in this chapter will be compared with the principal and 

teacher survey responses and with the policy insights analysed in the two 

previous chapters.  
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Chapter 7 – Analysis and Discussion 

Introduction 

The mixed-method approach enables this study to explore how the leadership 

practices of principals who are deemed to be high performing are understood 

from various perspectives. Data were collected in three phases. Findings from 

all three phases are triangulated in this chapter for discussion. Triangulation 

of these findings enables the author to identify overarching themes that reflect 

the leadership practices of principals who are deemed high performing. In 

addition, triangulation of the findings enables the author to make stronger 

claims and conclusions regarding the leadership practices enacted by these 

principals. Finally, triangulation also allows the author to identify any specific 

leadership practices enacted by the principals that are consistent with the 

aspiration of the MEB. Similar to the approaches adopted in analysing the 

data, the author adopts a unified thematic approach in to achieve the 

objectives and aims of this study, namely: 

I. to identify the leadership features of high performing principals; 

II. to establish the notion of high performing within the parameters of the 

Excellent Principals and New Deals awards; 

III. to identify the leadership practices of principals who are deemed to be 

high performing; 

IV. to analyse and compare the dominant principal leadership practices 

based on the framework of transformational, instructional and 

distributed leadership models;  

V. to understand whether, and to what extent, instructional leadership is 

practiced among high performing principals. 
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Key Findings 

The data obtained from the LPI and PIMRS show the extent and frequency 

with which, principals who are deemed high performing are perceived to enact 

instructional, transformational and distributed leadership practices. Evidence 

of these three practices was matched and aligned with the evidence obtained 

in the interviews. The data triangulated from all three phases of this study 

suggest three salient findings. First, the data indicate that principals in this 

study not only enact multiple leadership practices that represent all three 

leadership models, but they also integrate and combine the leadership 

practices. Secondly, while all principals enact multiple leadership practices 

that represent instructional, transformational, and distributed leadership, the 

degree to which the specific practices of each of the three models is enacted 

varies. The data provide evidence that instructional leadership was enacted or 

perceived to be enacted modestly when compared to transformational and 

distributed leadership. The third finding generated from the data supports this 

study’s assumption that principals who have been selected and awarded for 

both Excellent Principals and New Deals awards could be deemed high 

performing. The assumption is strengthened by the evidence that the 

principals have undergone two rigorous selection processes. More 

importantly, in linking the assumption that these principals could be deemed 

as high performing by the virtue of the awards they receive, with their 

leadership practices, it is evident that the principals exhibit similar leadership 

practices with a strong focus on transformational and distributed leadership.  

Principals who are deemed high performing enact and integrate multiple 
leadership practices 

The discussion of the findings begins by acknowledging that the principals 

enact a multitude of leadership practices. The findings from the present study 

reveal that principals who are deemed high performing carry out various 

leadership practices which are reflective of transformational, distributed and 

instructional leadership. That is, the evidence from the study suggests that the 

leadership practices of principals in this study did not neatly adhere to one 
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particular model. Although the MEB places a strong emphasis on instructional 

leadership, the findings indicate that transformational and distributed 

leadership are equally important. Significantly, the findings present a strong 

platform for other leadership models or practices to be enacted alongside 

instructional leadership. The findings therefore support Leithwood and Riehl’s 

(2003: 5) assertion that successful school leaders “exert leadership through 

constellations of actions that coalesce around different models of leadership”.  

Hargreaves and Harris (2011: 77), who carried out research in high 

performance organisations, suggest that high performing leaders “do not try to 

take on or conform to a single leadership style”; instead, leadership practices 

that represent high performance are “integrated [and] not fragmented”. To a 

similar extent, Marks and Printy (2003) maintain that strong school 

performance depends on the integrated leadership of the school leader. Marks 

and Printy (2003: 377) further believe that, while many leadership dimensions 

or models are distinct, “they may cohere in practice”. The complexity of the 

roles faced by the principals who are deemed high performing meant that no 

single leadership theory could explain their existing practice. 

Whilst the findings suggest that the principals who are deemed high 

performing enact multiple leadership practices, each of the leadership 

practices essentially “share the same primary focus and key assumptions” 

(Leithwood et al., 1999: 7). Similarly Bush and Glover (2003) posit that, whilst 

the leadership models are analytically distinct, successful leaders are likely to 

embody most or all of the leadership approaches in their practice. Hence, the 

enactment of multiple leadership practices found in this study suggests that, 

whilst most of the leadership models are partial, school principals who are 

deemed high performing integrate different models of leadership as the 

properties of each of the leadership models overlap with each other (Bush, 

2007, 2011; Bush & Glover, 2003).  

The enactment of the multiple leadership practices reflected in this study 

strengthen the claim that principals who are deemed high performing do not 

conform to only one type of leadership practice. This is consistent with the 
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claim made by Leithwood et al. (2013: 255) who believe that successful 

principals carry out “the same repertoire of core leadership practices, [but] they 

enact these practices in different ways to fit the context of the school”. Gurr 

(2015: 138) further explains that the data obtained from the International 

Successful Schools Principal Project (ISSPP) also indicate that  

“no single model of leadership satisfactorily captures what 

successful principals do. To take what possibly remain the two 

dominant views of educational leadership, for example, these 

principals are neither transformational nor instructional 

leaders, but show elements of both”.  

Evidence from the ISSPP parallels the findings from this study which shows 

that principals who are deemed to be high performing integrate different 

leadership practices. From the perspective of the policymakers, one of the 

Ministry of Education officials interviewed acknowledged the overlapping 

features of effective leadership practices. The policymaker recognised that 

whilst there are many types of leadership practices and approaches, 

Malaysian principals must be able to adopt and adapt the leadership practices 

that are suitable to sustain the performance of the schools. Hence, the data 

from the quantitative and qualitative phases of this study support the claim that 

principals who are deemed high performing do not conform to one particular 

leadership practice but, instead, portray many different forms of leadership 

practice.  

The findings of this study also correspond with other studies conducted in the 

Malaysian context which show that principals, who are considered to be high 

performing, enact multiple leadership practices. For example, Chan and Sidhu 

(2009), who examined the leadership practices of recipients of the Excellent 

Principals award, claim that such principals carried out a variety of leadership 

practices that the principals felt were most sustainable in improving the 

schools’ performance. The leadership practices cited by Chan and Sidhu 

(2009) include autocratic, distributed, collaborative and participative 

approaches. The combination of multiple leadership practices amongst 
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principals in a high performing context is further illustrated by Perera et al. 

(2016: 130) who carried out a pilot study to ascertain the daily leadership 

practices of principals serving in the three best performing schools in one of 

the states in Malaysia. They note that, “despite having undergone fairly 

rudimentary training courses in principalship, these principals spoke of the 

various leadership styles – a combination of transformational, instructional and 

distributed styles” (ibid).  

The findings from the third phase of this study also reveal that the leadership 

practices of the principals in the selected schools are similar to one another. 

The data from the interviews with principals, and their senior leadership team 

members and teachers, are consistent across the whole sample. The analysis 

suggests that the principals exhibit similar leadership practices with a stronger 

focus on transformational and distributed leadership. Further, the analysis 

from the LPI questionnaire also suggests that there were no significant 

differences in how the principals perceive their transformational and 

distributed leadership practices. These findings show similarities to the study 

carried out by Day et al. (2016) on the impact of successful school heads. They 

found strong evidence that successful school heads integrate transformational 

and instructional leadership through a “layering” process over a period of time. 

They also found that distributed leadership is enacted as one of the leadership 

strategies and practices to promote performance sustainability. 

Gronn (2010: 852) asserts that all leadership practices are contextualised. 

Within the context of this study, the demands of heading high performing 

schools in Malaysia, which require sustained excellent performance, could be 

one of the reasons why the principals enact multiple leadership practices. This 

is in line with Leithwood (2005: 622), who claims that “successful principal 

leadership practices are common across contexts in their general form but 

highly adaptable and contingent in their specific enactment”. The findings also 

support the claim made by Hallinger (2005) who posits that, contextually, the 

characteristics and features of the schools shape the practice of principal 

leadership. 
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Hence, the evidence of multiple leadership practices enacted by the principals 

is partly a consequence of the need to sustain the performance of high 

performing schools16, in line with the expectation of the Ministry of Education 

(PEMANDU, 2012b). The demands of heading high performing schools in 

Malaysia, which require sustained excellent performance, could be one of the 

reasons why the principals enact multiple leadership practices. The pressure 

of delivering the Ministry’s aim of maintaining the elite status of those schools 

has seen the principals employing various leadership practices. This 

resonates with the comment of Leithwood et al. (2013), who believe that 

principals combine leadership strategies and approaches to best meet the 

particular needs of the school.  

This section has established that principals who are deemed high performing 

enact different sets of leadership practices which are consistent with 

instructional, transformational and distributed approaches. The following 

section discusses the extent to which each of the three leadership practices 

was perceived to be enacted by these principals.  

Principals who are deemed high performing enact instructional leadership 
practices modestly compared to other leadership models 

In the opening chapter, the author highlighted how the Ministry of Education 

underlines the importance of instructional leadership in driving school 

performance. This is evident in the MEB, which identifies instructional 

leadership as one of the key leadership practices that principals in Malaysia 

should focus upon. The documentary analysis of the MEB reveals that 

instructional leadership is highlighted 22 times, more than other leadership 

practices such as administrative, distributed and transformational leadership. 

Hence, such focus only emphasises the aim of the MEB for principals to 

                                            
16 This initiative from the GTP 1.0 was continued in GTP 2.0, but the focus shifted on maintaining the 
standards of all HPS. This means ensuring that HPS do not decline in performance and maintain their 
high quality standards. In addition, HPS must fully utilise their additional autonomies to continue to 
innovate and raise standards. All schools should continue to strive to significantly improve their 
performance levels and to aspire to eventually become HPS (PEMANDU, 2012b). 
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become “excellent instructional leaders” (Ministry of Education, 2013:  E-24). 

The emphasis on instructional leadership informed one of the objectives of this 

study which is to understand whether, and to what extent, instructional 

leadership is practiced among principals deemed to be high performing in 

Malaysia.  

The data from the interviews suggest that, the policymakers and four principals 

believe in the importance of instructional leadership as one of the leading 

practices which Malaysian principals should adopt. The four principals also 

state that instructional leadership is an effective approach that supports 

teaching and learning in schools. In addition, three of the senior leadership 

team members acknowledge that instructional leadership is one of the more 

important leadership practices that a school leader should adopt. The 

responses of the teachers interviewed imply that only one of them understands 

what instructional leadership means. Only one teacher made a minor comment 

on the effectiveness of instructional leadership.  

Whilst instructional leadership is explicitly identified as one of the effective 

leadership approaches in the MEB, the evidence nonetheless suggest that it 

was enacted moderately compared to transformational or distributed 

leadership. For example, in the interviews with the senior leadership team 

members, and teachers suggest that, the practice of instructional leadership 

was perceived to be less evident than the enactment of distributed and 

transformational leadership. Further evidence from the interviews with the 

principals, senior leadership team members, and teachers show that many 

comments reflect the principals’ transformational leadership practices. More 

than half (58%) of the comments which indicate examples of the 

transformational leadership practices of the principals were made by the 

teachers and senior leadership team members respectively17. Strikingly, 95% 

of the comments made by the principals in the interviews provide further 

                                            
17 The percentage of the comments was calculated based on the number of instances in which the 
teachers and senior leadership team members gave evidence of their principals’ transformational 
leadership practices. The overall comments were aggregated based on the summary of key findings 
from the analysis of interviews which appear in Table 6.2 of the previous chapter.  
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evidence of their enactment of transformational leadership. The mean scores 

from the quantitative analysis also indicate that the principals were perceived 

to be demonstrating transformational leadership practices ‘fairly often’ by the 

teachers. In addition, the principals themselves claim that they ‘usually’ 

perform leadership practices which reflect transformational leadership. 

Similar inferences were obtained when comparing the results of the LPI and 

PIMRS questionnaires. The results of the LPI questionnaire, which analyses 

the transformational and distributed leadership practices of the principals, 

suggest that both leadership practices were perceived to be enacted ‘usually’ 

by the principals and ‘fairly often’ by their teachers. In contrast, the mean 

scores of the PIMRS suggest that teachers view their principals to be enacting 

eight out of ten instructional leadership practices only ‘sometimes’.  

The ensuing discussion addresses the possible reasons for the modest 

enactment of instructional leadership amongst the principals in this study. In 

addition, the following sub-section discusses some of the suggestions as to 

why distributed and transformational leadership were deemed more appealing 

to the principals in this study. 

Negotiating time to carry out instructional activities 

One of the possible suggestions as to why instructional leadership is perceived 

to be enacted only modestly pertains to the demands of school activities. 

Mulford (2008: 40) posits that while “principals express a preference for 

spending more time on instructional leadership, [the] analyses of daily 

activities have consistently shown that the time dedicated to it is limited”. 

Mulford’s position resonates well with the outcome of this study. Although 

principals aspire to enact the roles and carry out practices which are 

identifiable as instructional leaders, the reality and demands in Malaysian 

schools system make instructional leadership difficult to realise. For example, 

principal 5 and principal 4 explain that the barrier for principals in Malaysia to 

fully enact the practice of instructional leadership is their workload which takes 

them away from conducting instructional leadership practices such as 
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supervision. A similar claim is highlighted by Azlin (2008), who found that six 

principals who are deemed excellent18, spent only 0.3% of their time 

supervising instructional activities in their schools. These principals also 

allocated only 1% of their time teaching. Azlin reveals that these principals 

spent almost half of their time meeting with teachers, support staff, visitors and 

students. The principals spent 20% of their time attending and chairing 

meetings, and a similar amount of time is used for administrative work. The 

only instructional activity in which the principals engage in the most is walking 

about which takes up 9% of their total time in a week. 

Policy aspiration and reality 

Whilst, at the policy level, instructional leadership is considered one of the 

paramount leadership practices for Malaysian principals, the results of the 

quantitative analysis, as well as the interviews with principals, senior 

leadership team members and teachers, suggest that principals were 

perceived to show a lesser focus on instructional leadership than intended by 

the Ministry. The interviews even identified several instances in which some 

of the instructional leadership practices of three principals were perceived 

negatively by their teachers (see Table 6.2). This is in contrast to the perceived 

enactment of transformational and distributed leadership by the principals. For 

example, comments which reflect negative practices, or indicate the absence 

of transformational leadership, did not arise from the interviews. In addition, 

only one teacher remarked negatively about one of the aspects of distributed 

leadership practice by his principal. Hence, evidence from the interviews 

suggests that instructional leadership is enacted to a lesser degree, and in 

some instances, is perceived to be enacted negatively by these principals, as 

compared to distributed and transformational leadership.  

One insight from the findings is that, whilst the emphasis on instructional 

leadership comes from a defined and prescribed set of policies, the enactment 

                                            
18 These six principals were deemed excellent by the researcher on the basis of their service track record, 
excellent appraisal review and recommendation from the State Education Department. 
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of instructional leadership, in reality, is less significant than expected. Despite 

instructional leadership being consistently highlighted in the MEB (Ministry of 

Education, 2013) as the preferred leadership approach for principals in 

schools, the adoption of this approach seems to be challenging. Bajunid 

(2008b: 275) argues that the focus of educational leadership in Malaysia is 

often on “policy leadership, rather than practice leadership”. The Ministry of 

Education dictates and expects the principals to exhibit qualities of managerial 

leadership and instructional leadership (Bajunid, 2008b) but the practice may 

be different from the prescription.  

Bajunid (2008b) believes that educational leadership in Malaysia often 

focusses on policy rather than practice. Hence, leadership model, such as 

instructional leadership, is often viewed as the “province of key personnel from 

the Ministry of Education” (Bajunid, 2008b: 278). Bajunid further explains that 

policymakers tend to champion policies and practices which they feel are 

appropriate without really understanding the needs of the principals and their 

schools. As a result, there is often a gap between policy rhetoric and actual 

ground reality (Ng, 2008). 

A further example is illustrated by Ang and Abdul Razak (2013). They agree 

that, in order for Malaysian principals to achieve the aims to improve the 

performance of the schools, the principals must possess knowledge and skills 

in instructional leadership, especially in the domain of monitoring students’ 

progress. In order to support the principals’ knowledge in that area, the 

Aminuddin Baki Institute (for educational leaders) has offered courses for the 

principals to develop and increase their understanding of instructional 

leadership. However, Ang and Abdul Razak (2013) reveal that the level of 

knowledge of instructional leadership gained by the principals from these 

courses is questionable. They claim that there is no willing party from the 

Ministry of Education who would be able to carry out ongoing supervision to 

ascertain the extent to which instructional leadership is carried out and 

practiced by the principals once they have completed the courses. Ang and 



260 
 

Abdul Razak’s (2013) insights reveal the complex nature of the implementation 

of top-down policy in the Malaysian education system.  

Similarities can also be found in Greece where the education structure is 

comparable to that of Malaysia. Kaparou and Bush (2015) carried out research 

to identify the enactment of instructional leadership practices between two 

Greek principals leading high performing schools. Kaparou and Bush (2015: 

335) note that the principals’ instructional leadership practice is “not given a 

high priority in Greece due to system policy and school expectations for 

principals to act as government administrative servants with top-down 

implementing skills”. Kaparou and Bush (2016) further identify that principals 

in the high performing Greek schools enact only limited instructional leadership 

and that this might be the outcome of a tightly prescribed organisational 

system.  

The centralised system is one of the possible barriers to the full enactment of 
instructional leadership  

The evidence from this study confirms that the principals across the sampled 

schools show more similarities in their enactment of leadership practices than 

stark differences. Similarities might be attributable to Malaysia’s centralised 

system that offers limited room for differentiation in terms of how principals 

apply curriculum and instruction in schools. Hence, the specific practices of 

principals who are deemed high performing are likely to be influenced by the 

contextual setting. For example, the modest enactment of instructional 

leadership could be attributed to Malaysia’s hierarchical and centralised 

education system. This finding supports the evidence from Hallinger and Lee 

(2014), who found that principals in developing countries with hierarchical 

cultures tend to spend less time on instructional leadership. Previous research 

shows that principals in highly centralised countries tend to display a lesser 

disposition towards instructional leadership (see Cheong, 2000; Gumus & 

Akcaoglu, 2013; Hallinger & Lee, 2014; Hallinger, Taraseina, & Miller, 1994; 

Kaparou & Bush, 2015, 2016). 
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The quantitative findings for example, show that the teachers perceived their 

principals to be enacting eight out of ten instructional leadership functions 

‘sometimes’. The mean scores of this study range between 3.28 to 3.98 on 

eight of the ten instructional leadership practices as measured by the PIMRS 

questionnaire. The findings are similar to those of Gumus and Akcaoglu’s 

(2013), who assessed the instructional leadership practices of principals in 

selected Turkish schools. The mean scores of between 3.27 to 3.57 (with 1 

indicating ‘almost never’ and 5 ‘almost always’) denote that the Turkish 

principals were perceived by their teachers as “generally not strong in their 

instructional leadership skills” (Gumus & Akcaoglu, 2013: 297). Gumus and 

Akcaoglu (2013) believe that the centralised structure of the education system 

in Turkey leads to the principals being expected to remain at the managerial 

level (for example, keeping the school physically in good shape), hence 

making it difficult for the principals to carry out instructional leadership duties 

effectively. Another example is provided by Cheong (2000). Cheong’s review 

of previous studies on the leadership practices of Hong Kong school principals 

indicates that teachers only agree that their Hong Kong principals were 

enacting the roles of instructional leaders occasionally. Cheong (2000: 80) 

attributes this partly to “the centralized curriculum structure in Hong Kong” as 

one of the possible reasons why the importance of the principal as an 

instructional leader is greatly reduced. 

The findings of this research, together with examples found in other studies 

discussed above, are consistent with the suggestion offered by Lee and 

Hallinger (2012) who found that principals in countries where a hierarchical 

culture dominates tend to spend less time on instructional leadership 

compared to organisational management. Kaparou and Bush (2016) further 

posit that the constraints of the hierarchy and highly administrative nature of a 

centralised education system would prevent principals from focusing on 

instructional activities. Instructional leadership requires more than just an 

imposed-upon policy practice but instead needs the commitment of both the 

principals and the policymakers to understand the impact that instructional 
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leadership has on the performance of the schools (Bendikson et al., 2012; 

Robinson et al., 2008).  

The appeal of transformational leadership to school members 

The quantitative and qualitative analyses highlight that teachers observe their 

principals carrying out tasks that mirror transformational leadership. Mulford et 

al. (2008: 464) maintain that transformational practices shown by successful 

principals, “are likely to have appeal to teachers… because they promote 

collegial co-construction of vision, structures, problem-solving [and] learning 

requirements”. In addition, transformational leadership “focuses on the people 

involved – relationships between them, in particular – and requires an 

approach that seeks to transform staff feelings, attitudes and beliefs” (Gold et 

al., 2003: 128). The points made by Mulford et al. (2008), and Gold et al. (2003) 

could be one of the reasons why the transformational leadership practices of 

the principals in this study are more noticeable and observable by the 

teachers.  

Hence, transformational leadership is perceived to be more apparent 

compared to instructional leadership in this study because it focuses on the 

processes by which principals seek to influence the activities and outcomes of 

the organisation, by actively involving the teachers (Bush, 2015a). The 

argument is further supported by Barker (2007), who evaluated 20 high-

performing specialist schools in England. He found that, “rather than 

implementing a shopping list of improvements, successful multi-skilled heads 

were encouraging a greater ‘‘interconnectedness’’ with fellow teachers” (ibid: 

23). The recognition of transformational leadership qualities by the teachers 

and senior leadership team members in this study suggests that the principals 

have successfully employed leadership practices that promote efficacy and 

motivation amongst the teachers.  

Transformational leadership appears to have the greatest potential for 

principals to influence teachers’ motivation (Geijsel et al., 2003). For example, 

the quantitative analysis shows that principals claim to enact the leadership 
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practice of ‘Encourage the heart’ the most. Kouzes and Posner (2007b) 

believe that positive encouragement, as well as feedback, are more likely to 

influence the followers’ abilities to progress together towards achieving the 

organisation’s goals. The findings of this study show that, by displaying a high 

level of transformational leadership, such as encouraging the teachers, the 

principals who are deemed high performing are able to exert their positive 

influence on their teachers. Indirectly, this should contribute to the success of 

the schools. In addition, transformational leadership practices are helpful for 

the principals in this study as they are perceived to inspire, as well as to 

motivate, their teachers to perform at their best. Leithwood et al. (2008) claim 

that school leaders are able to improve teaching and learning indirectly and 

most powerfully through their influence on teachers’ motivation and 

commitment. One of the policymakers interviewed in this study also identified 

the importance of the principals’ being able to motivate and inspire teachers 

to maintain and sustain the performance of the schools. 

Transformational leadership practices, which are perceived highly by the 

principals and teachers, imply that the principals in this study are successful 

in creating an expectation of high performance. This is line with one of the 

tenets of transformational leadership stipulated by Leithwood et al. (1999). The 

findings indicate that expectations of sustaining excellence and high 

performance are often elucidated by the principals. The qualitative interviews 

indicate that the principals have high expectations in terms of their schools’ 

performance. Leithwood et al. (1999: 68) posit that the high expectations 

envisaged by the principals will be motivational for the “teachers to see the 

challenging nature of goals being pursued in their school”. The expectations 

set by the principals who are deemed high performing encourage teachers to 

really understand their roles and responsibilities of sustaining the already high 

performing schools.  

The practice of maintaining high expectations by the principals who are 

deemed high performing is also affirmed through the quantitative analysis via 

the LPI questionnaire. Principals rated themselves as carrying out the practice 



264 
 

of ‘Encouraging the heart’ most frequently compared to the other four 

leadership practices. This particular leadership practice aligns well with the 

transformational leadership model because, embedded in this particular act, 

successful leaders place high expectations on themselves and their followers 

(Kouzes & Posner, 2007b). These authors believe that leaders who rate 

themselves high on the dimension of ‘Encouraging the heart’, as in the case 

of the principals in this study, have high expectations in the abilities of their 

followers. Kouzes and Posner (2007b: 282) add that leaders set high 

expectations because “they know that they are much more likely to get high 

performance if they expect high performance than if they expect low 

performance”. Even though this particular leadership practice is ranked fourth 

by the teachers, the mean scores nevertheless indicate high agreement that 

their principals are enacting this particular leadership practice fairly often. 

Hence, the findings of this study elucidate that principals who are deemed high 

performing are very clear on the high expectations of maintaining academic 

excellence and that these expectations are understood by the teachers. 

The demands of reality require principals to distribute leadership 

Whilst the evidence in this study points toward the appeal of transformational 

leadership as more evidently practised compared to instructional leadership 

by the principals in this study, a similar assumption can be made about 

distributed leadership. Bush and Glover (2014) explain that the limitations in a 

hierarchical system, such as that of schools in Malaysia, have led to a plethora 

of practices such as distributed leadership, which is designed to broaden 

leadership and to stress lateral as well as vertical relationships. This is further 

emphasised by the contextual setting of the schools which the principals in this 

study are heading. The principals in this study exhibit similar approaches to 

the practices of successful principals found in a study carried out by Day et al. 

(2016). The successful principals used combinations of leadership practices, 

that include distributed leadership, as the approach that was “fit for purpose” 

(Day et al., 2016: 226).  
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For example, in the quantitative analysis, evidence of the distributed 

leadership practices of the principals is provided through the dimension of 

‘Enable others to act’. The elements of distributed leadership embedded in this 

construct include sharing information and resources, supporting norms of 

reciprocity, promoting joint effort, as well as fostering collaboration (Kouzes & 

Posner, 2007b). Kouzes and Posner (2007a: 68) maintain that exemplary 

leaders enable others to act “not by hoarding the power they have but by giving 

it away”. This leadership practice was ranked third as perceived by the 

principals, and second highest as perceived by the teachers, according to the 

survey data. The mean scores of this particular leadership practice indicate 

that the principals claim to ‘usually’ distribute leadership to others. Conversely, 

the teachers view their principals as carrying out this leadership practice ‘fairly 

often’.  

To frame the discussion contextually, while it is acknowledged that the 

principals in this study are deemed high performing by the virtue of the awards 

that they have received, the context of the schools which they are leading is 

also an important factor as to why distributed leadership is perceived to be 

enacted strongly. The principals are heading schools with a high performing 

status. High performing schools in Malaysia are required to meet specific key 

performance indicators (KPIs). These KPIs are divided into four main 

categories, namely, academic performance, co-curricular performance, school 

networking, and school’s character and ethos. Failing to meet the desired KPIs 

could result in the high performing status being the revoked by the Ministry of 

Education. Hence, this would be one of the possible reasons why the 

principals in this study deploy multiple leadership practices. Meeting each of 

the KPIs may require different leadership strategies or approaches. For 

example, practices that are reflective of instructional leadership could be seen 

as a practical approach in sustaining the academic performance of the school. 

On the other hand, the enactment of transformational leadership is particularly 

useful for the principals in getting the teachers and the school staff to 

understand the high performance expectations of the schools, especially in 

maintaining its KPIs. The principals also distribute and share responsibilities 
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with senior leadership team members, as well as teachers, in working towards 

achieving the KPIs.  

As argued in the previous chapter, delegation of tasks and responsibilities is 

considered as evidence of leadership practices amongst the principals. 

Delegation may be seen as a form of distributed leadership instead of a 

“manifestation of management rather than leadership” (Bush & Glover, 2012: 

29). Nonetheless, what may distinguish the practice of delegation, as a mere 

management tool, from distributed leadership is the degree of mutual trust, 

reciprocity and interaction that is perceived to occur between the principals 

and the senior leadership team members and teachers when tasks are 

delegated or allocated. The evidence presented in the previous chapters 

suggests that the principals who are deemed high performing delegate roles, 

tasks and responsibilities to senior leadership team members as well as to 

teachers. Teachers and senior leadership team members indicate collective 

agreement that their principals rely on other teachers when tasks are 

delegated or allocated. One of the positive outcomes that derive from 

delegation of tasks is that it indirectly builds the leadership capacities of others 

in the schools. This is supported by Day, Harris, and Hadfield (2001a), who 

found that successful heads delegate and allocate more routine tasks and 

responsibilities to others as a means of developing their leadership potential. 

Lumby (2013) believes that distributed leadership enables teachers with no 

formal position to be empowered by their principals. Although some of the 

tasks or activities allotted by the principals might be routine, “they are 

suggested to be part of a different distributed leadership system because they 

are not allocated through a bureaucratic hierarchy, instead, they arise by 

means of encouraging/appointing those with no formal responsibility to 

undertake them” (ibid: 587). The principals who are deemed high performing 

claim that they alone could not maintain the day-to-day running of the schools. 

The Ministry of Education’s expectation of high performing schools is that their 

principals should act with all the resources available to them, including all the 

teachers. To complete their tasks, the principals actively enlist the assistance 
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of other school members. For example, the interview data suggest that senior 

teachers without any formal position of power are also involved in day-to-day 

school supervision. Principal 3, principal 4, principal 5 and principal 6 were 

acknowledged by their teachers and senior leadership team members when 

appointing ordinary teachers to head new initiatives rather than selecting 

members of the senior leadership team. The senior leadership team members 

might have more experience than the teacher identified by the principals, and 

perhaps the new initiatives are more appropriately linked to their portfolios. 

However, the findings suggest that the appointment of ordinary teachers to 

head new tasks and initiatives show that the principals not only believe in the 

capabilities of their teachers but are also seen as maximising the human 

resources available in the school. The evidence supports Harris’ (2004: 13) 

view that “distributed leadership concentrates on engaging expertise wherever 

it exists within the organization rather than seeking this only through formal 

position or role”.  

Excellent Principals who are also the recipients of the New Deals award could 
be deemed as high performing 

High performing principals in this study were identified because they are 

recipients of both the Excellent Principals award and the New Deals award. 

While this study has analysed and discussed the leadership practices of the 

principals in relation to transformational, instructional and distributed 

leadership, it is also important for this study to establish that the two awards 

represent a form of performativity. One of the prime motivations for these two 

awards is to acknowledge principals who have contributed towards the 

performance of their schools.  

The findings presented in Chapter 4 indicate similarities and differences in 

terms of the selection process for these two awards. Table 7.1: summarises 

the leadership criteria present in the selection processes for both the Excellent 

Principals and New Deals awards. 
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Excellent Principals Award New Deals Award 

 

• curriculum management; 

• students’ affairs 

management; 

• co-curricular management; 

• human resource 

management; 

• financial management; 

• administrative skills; 

• public relations; 

• personal quality;  

• principalship skills 

 

Leadership and school direction: 

• Leadership approach and style 

• Goal and direction setting 

• Communication skills 

• Planning skills 

• Motivational skills and the ability to lead the 
organisation  

• Problem-solving skills 

• Instructional leadership 

• Shared leadership 

Organisational management  

• Human resource management 

• Facilities management 

• Financial management 

• Information management 

• Instructional material and ICT in education 
management 

• School environment 

• Strategic collaboration 

• Boarding and hostel management 

Curriculum, co-curricular and students’ affair management 

• Ensuring the implementation of the curriculum 

• Managing classroom instructions 

• Managing students’ performance 

• Managing timetable and school- based 
assessment 

• Ensuring the implementation of sports and extra-
curricular activities 

• Managing clubs and societies 

• Managing performance sports 

• Managing students’ affair 

Instructional activities 

• Students’ participation during instructions 

• Students’ learning mastery  

• Teachers’ instructional planning and preparation  

• Instructional delivery  

• Communicational skills 

• Using instructional materials 

• Assessment  

• Classroom management 

• Teachers’ content knowledge and mastery 

Students’ outcome 

• Students’ mastery of communication, spiritual, 
values, STEM and appearance 

• Students’ academic outcome 
  

Table 7.1: Summary of the criteria used by assessors when selecting and observing 
candidates for the Excellent Principal award and New Deals award  
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Whilst the selection processes are distinct, they both include selection criteria 

that emphasise the candidates’ leadership qualities. The leadership qualities 

identified in the selection process for the Excellent Principals award are drawn 

from the evaluation criteria when the panel of assessors conduct field 

observations of the candidates. In contrast, the leadership qualities identified 

in the selection process for the New Deals award are based on the elements 

manifested in the self-rated SKPM, or the Malaysian Education Quality 

Standards document. Unlike the leadership criteria for the Excellent Principals 

award, each of the elements of the SKPM is further divided into several 

aspects. 

The summary of leadership criteria as presented in Table 7.1: is useful in 

understanding the leadership qualities that policymakers feel are relevant 

when assessing candidates for the awards. The leadership criteria reflect the 

assumption that principals in Malaysia, who are going to receive such 

prestigious awards, should display such qualities in their leadership practices. 

The summary provided in Table 7.1: shows that the criteria used when 

selecting recipients for the New Deal award are more extensive than those 

used by assessors when they observe Excellent Principal candidates.  

As was evident in Chapter 4, the policymaker who is directly involved in the 

selection process of Excellent Principals declined to elaborate on the specific 

focus of each of the nine criteria due to the sensitivity of the specific content 

of the school visit assessment. On the other hand, the criteria used by the 

assessors for the New Deal recipients are based upon the standards 

contained in the SKPM standards document. Hence, the New Deals selection 

process could be seen as more current as well as keeping up with the policy 

changes introduced by the Ministry. For example, the verification visit to the 

schools is guided by the SKPM standard documents of practice which the 

principals would have to complete annually. On the other hand, the verification 

checklist and guidance adopted by the assessors when they observe the 

candidates for the Excellent Principals award remains unchanged. This is 

based on a comparison of the letters notifying all principals about the vacant 
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Excellent Principals positions, published in the pre-MEB period (see 

Kementerian Pelajaran Malaysia, 2010), with that of the most recent letter 

published in 2017 (see Kementerian Pendidikan Malaysia, 2017).  

The leadership elements in the criteria for selecting New Deals award 

recipients are more evident than those for selecting the Excellent Principals 

aware recipients. Elements that reflect the candidates’ transformational, 

distributed as well as instructional leadership qualities are more visible in the 

New Deals selection criteria. However, several of the criteria used by the 

assessors when they observe Excellent Principals candidates reflect the need 

for the candidates to practice managerial leadership. The emphasis on 

managerial leadership might stem from “a strategy deployed at the level of 

policy-making” (Hoyle & Wallace, 2007:13). Bush (2011) cautions that 

managerial leadership is a model that has the greatest risk of a ‘managerialist’ 

approach in schools. In addition, this leadership model does not include the 

element or dimension of vision, which is central to many leadership models 

(Bush, 2011).  

While the criteria for the Excellent Principals award focus mainly on the 

managerial skills of the candidates, the focus of the New Deals award is on 

other value-based leadership approaches. Bush (2011:62) maintains that 

“managerial leadership is an essential component of successful schools but it 

should complement, not supplant, values-based approaches”. The Excellent 

Principals award, on its own, is adjudged more on principals’ management 

capabilities but recipients of both awards could be viewed as those who exhibit 

the qualities that are highly valued from both leadership and management 

perspectives. Hence, the appropriateness of assuming that recipients of both 

awards are high performing. The assumption derives from the view that the 

criteria used by the Ministry of Education when assessing the candidates for 

both awards balance the focus on management with a more holistic approach 

to leadership.  
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Putting It Together: Summary of Core Leadership Practices of Principals 
Who Are Deemed High Performing 

The discussion thus far has indicated that principals who are deemed high 

performing were perceived to enact instructional, transformational and 

distributed leadership. Whilst the preceding chapters provide a helicopter view 

on the extent to which the principals enact each of the three leadership 

models, it would be useful for this study to pinpoint exactly the leadership 

practices employed by principals who are deemed high performing. Hence, 

the data obtained have aided the author in identifying leadership practices, 

which the author labels as “core,” enacted by the principals who are deemed 

high performing in this study. The core leadership practices represent this 

study’s contribution to knowledge and understanding about the core practices 

enacted by principals who are deemed high performing.  

The core leadership practices identified embody qualities and elements of at 

least two of the three main leadership models featured in this study. Hence, 

the representation of the multitude of leadership practices, reflect the diverse, 

and often competing as well as overlapping, perspectives of leadership 

practices. In addition, the representation of the leadership practices provides 

a finer distinction to the theoretical framework that guides this study (see 

Figure 2.6). The representation of the core leadership practices of the 

principals who are deemed high performing is shown in Figure 7.1. 
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Legend: 1. Sharing schools’ goals, vision and 

mission 
2. Creating an environment that supports 

collaboration 
3. Providing support 
4. Maintaining a shared decision process 

5. Supervise, monitor, and evaluate 
students’ performance 

6. Modelling good values 
 

Figure 7.1: Summary of core leadership practices of principals who are deemed high 
performing 

The summary of core leadership practices presented in Figure 7.1 increases 

the degree of specificity necessary for understanding how leadership practices 

are enacted by principals who are deemed high performing. The specificity of 

the leadership therefore addresses one of the main assumptions offered by 

Bush (2011), who states that each of the leadership models is partial and 

overlaps with each other.  

The identification of the core leadership practices of principals who are 

deemed high performing is based on the evidence discussed in the preceding 
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qualitative and quantitative chapters. The analysis identifies several practices 

which are interrelated to the three leadership models. For example, the theme 

of “providing individualised support” was analysed within the scope of 

transformational leadership but this links to the instructional leadership 

practice of promoting professional development. The leadership practices 

which are numbered One to Three in Figure 7.1 represent practices which 

share its properties with the three leadership models. The leadership practices 

which are numbered Four and Five indicate practices that are linked to both 

distributed leadership and transformational leadership. The leadership 

practices of supervising, monitoring, and evaluating students’ performance 

(which are represented as number Five) share similar distributed and 

instructional leadership properties.  

Leithwood and Jantzi (2009: 49) maintain that the leadership dimensions 

introduced under the banner of transformational leadership are “similar to the 

categories that have emerged from other leadership research [which are] not 

specifically conceptualised as transformational leadership”. Along similar 

lines, Hallinger (2003, 2007) identifies conceptual similarities and differences 

between the components of transformational and instructional leadership. 

Printy et al. (2009: 511) maintain that it is quite challenging for researchers to 

“disentangle a transformational behaviour from an instructional one”. They 

argue that the challenge underscores the interdependent nature of the 

leadership models. Hallinger (2003) further positioned distributed leadership 

as one of the elements that exist within the practice of transformational 

leadership. Hallinger (2003: 337) maintains that the “transformational 

leadership model does not assume that the principal alone will provide the 

leadership that creates these conditions… [instead] leadership may well be 

shared, coming from teachers as well as from the principal”.  

Sharing schools’ goals, vision and mission 

The principals who are deemed high performing provide evidence that they 

value, emphasise and share their schools’ vision, mission and goals. These 
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leadership practices are combined to form the first synthesis that reflects the 

leadership practices enacted by principals who are deemed high performing. 

Leithwood et al. (1999: 64) assert that “vision building and the development of 

consensus about goals are closely related sets of leadership practices”. They 

add that “the conceptual difference lies in the time frame and the scope of the 

direction-setting activities that both sets of practices entail. Vision-building is 

intended to create a fundamental, ambitious sense of purpose, one likely to be 

pursued over many years. Developing a consensus on goals focuses 

organisational members on what will need to be accomplished in the short 

term, this year, in order to move towards the vision” (ibid:64). Mission on the 

other hand “serves as a source of identification and motivation for a group of 

participants” (Hallinger & Heck, 2002: 13). Hallinger and Heck (2002) maintain 

that the power of a mission lies in the motivational force that it brings in 

engaging others to share a quest to accomplish something special. In a 

distributed perspective, the process by which the schools’ goals, vision and 

mission need to be realised encourages the leaders to involve and enable 

others in sharing the aims and being committed to their achievement. 

The principals in this study ensure that their teachers understood, and were 

committed to achieving, the schools’ vision and mission. For example, based 

on the evidence found in the qualitative analysis, three principals claim that 

they often share the vision and mission of their schools through various 

avenues such as school assemblies and staff meetings. Principal 5, for 

example, emphasises the vision of the school by adopting it in the school’s 

motto and anthem. Principal 1, on the other hand, includes the school’s vision 

and mission in all flyers and programmes conducted in the school. In addition, 

principal 3 discusses how she influences her teachers to achieve the vision 

and mission of the school to be well known internationally. She achieves this 

by supporting her teachers to actively participate in international events such 

as conferences and seminars. In addition, the principal also encourages her 

teachers and students to organise events that would attract overseas 

participation. This discussion provides evidence to support the argument that 

teachers in this study understand the vision and mission emphasised by their 
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principals. The analysis indicates that principals who are deemed high 

performing emphasis on accomplishing the vision and mission of their schools.  

This is further supported by the quantitative data. The PIMRS questionnaire 

indicates that the practice of communicating and framing the schools’ goals is 

the most enacted leadership practice as perceived by both teachers and 

principals. Achieving the goals is considered a step in the right direction in 

realising the vision and mission of the schools. The findings of this study are 

similar to those of Mohamad Johdi (2014), who carried out research to identify 

the extent to which the principals in selected Malaysian cluster schools enact 

the dimensions of communicating and framing schools goals. The results of 

his study show that principals were perceived to be enacting the two 

instructional leadership dimensions “at a very high level” (Mohamad Johdi, 

2014: 466). The data from the LPI questionnaire appears to suggest that 

teachers feel strongly about their principals’ action of inspiring a shared vision. 

This is evident through the mean scores of the principals’ leadership practices 

as perceived by the teachers which rank ‘Inspire a shared vision’ first. 

Similarly, the analysis of the LPI questionnaire also indicates that the principals 

claim this particular leadership practice as the second most enacted practice. 

The leadership practice of ‘Inspire a shared vision’, as measured by the 

questionnaire, indicates that the leader “enlist[s] others in a common vision by 

appealing to shared aspirations” (Kouzes & Posner, 2007a: 71).  

Hallinger and Heck (2002) further explain that a goal represents the gap 

between the current status and the desired outcome which the schools would 

like to accomplish. This is exemplified in the evidence from the interviews with 

principals 1, 2 and 6, who identify the goals of their schools as time-specific. 

The goals were framed with a clear indication that they could be achieved 

within a specific time frame. The goals which the principals framed are related 

to their academic targets. Robinson et al. (2008: 661) found that, in high 

achieving schools (such as the high performing schools in this study), 

“academic goal focus is a property of leadership”. The principals in this study 

also spoke about how they ensure that the teachers and students work 
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together towards realising the goals. Leithwood et al. (2013: 261) add that 

principals in high performing schools build a “cultural norm that reinforces an 

expectation that exceptional goals are achievable”. This is exemplified by 

principal 1, who argued that achieving the target of becoming a high 

performing school is possible. In fact, the school managed to obtain ‘high 

performing school’ status two years earlier than targeted.  

Murphy et al. (2010: 746) assert that effective school leaders are “masters in 

keeping vision, mission, and goals in the forefront of everyone’s attention and 

at the centre of everyone’s work”. The findings show that teachers and senior 

leadership team members understood clearly the schools’ goals, vision and 

mission as the principals often take time to share and communicate it to the 

school members. To accomplish this, all the principals claim and are perceived 

by their teachers and senior leadership team members, to share the schools’ 

vision and mission through various avenues such as school assemblies, staff 

meetings, school anthems, as well as visible banners in the schools.  

Successful leaders are expected to engage with staff and other stakeholders 

to produce higher levels of commitment to achieving the goals of the 

organisation which, in turn, are linked to the vision (Bush & Glover, 2014). 

Leithwood et al. (2004: 24) add that principals and teachers “are motivated by 

goals which they find personally compelling, as well as challenging but 

achievable”. The principals demonstrate that, by making sure their teachers 

understand the schools’ vision and mission, they can create short-term 

academic goals that are clear and would contribute to the long-term vision and 

mission of the schools. The principals’ emphasis on the schools’ vision, 

mission and goals parallel the findings of Day et al. (2009), and Leithwood and 

Day (2007b), which suggest that successful heads build and share vision, in 

addition to having clear goals for the schools.  

From a policy perspective, the selection of principals for the New Deals award 

also involves the elements of vision sharing and building of the principals. The 

leadership and vision element are the first of the five elements contained in 

the SKPM standards documents, on which the principals are assessed before 
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they are awarded the New Deals award. Hence the emphasis on vision by the 

principals, as well as the policymakers, resonates well with the assertion made 

by Bush and Glover (2014: 555) who believe that vision has been considered 

“an essential component of effective leadership for more than 20 years”. 

However, they caution against the assumption that school leaders can develop 

a vision that is tailor-made for the school, rather than developing a school 

vision that must conform to the government’s expectations.  

Creating a collaborative environment  

Sustaining and maintaining the high performing status of the schools are 

underpinned by the collaborative effort that the principals practice with their 

teachers. The principals in this study show that collaboration with other 

teachers, especially senior leadership team members, is regarded as crucial 

to their leadership practice. The current working climate in high performing 

schools suggests that the principals adopt the strategy to collaborate with their 

followers in ensuring that tasks are shared. This implies that distributed 

leadership could also be carried out through collaboration with others (Spillane 

& Diamond, 2007). The tenets of transformational leadership also indicate that 

the process of collaboration nurtures mutual respect and trust among those 

who are involved in collaborating (Leithwood, 2010). Collaboration could also 

represent one form of instructional leadership. Marks and Printy (2003), for 

example, suggest that instructional leadership should be shared. They 

describe instructional leadership as being collaborative rather than hierarchal 

in nature. This could be carried out through active collaboration between 

principals and teachers on matters related to curriculum, instruction and 

assessment.  

Marks and Printy (2003) assert that collaboration is important in ensuring 

continuous teaching and learning. One example that typifies Mark and Printy’s 

comment is how principal 6 ensures that teachers work together to ensure that 

the lessons for students who are involved in the school’s marching band team 

would be replaced. In order to do this, teachers who are appointed as coaches 
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with the marching band notify a designated teacher who is in charge of 

coordinating the replacement lessons. The designated teacher will then liaise 

with the subject teachers of the students involved. Replacement classes will 

then be carried out upon the agreement of the subject teachers, students and 

the designated teacher. The principal ensures that these teachers collaborate 

with each other to ensure that, not only is the band fully prepared for 

competitions, but also that they will get the additional instructional support from 

teachers to cover the instructional time missed due to band commitments.  

Another example of how collaboration can improve the quality of instruction in 

school is demonstrated by principal 1. Principal 1 believes that collaboration 

through the team or cooperative teaching would enable teachers in the school 

to improve the quality of instruction. Hence, collaboration that is deemed 

essential for distributed leadership and transformational leadership may also 

be embedded when reinforcing the instructional leadership practices of the 

principals. The example afforded by principal 1 fits well with the aspiration of 

the MEB. The MEB notes that education transformation would develop 

educators who “will be immersed in a culture of collaboration and professional 

excellence” (Ministry of Education, 2013: E-23). The culture of collaboration 

which is championed by principal 1 also supports one of the MEB’s ambitions 

in ensuring that teachers “collaborate with one another to tackle issues and 

share best practices… in a quest that every student learns” (Ministry of 

Education, 2013: E-23). 

Spillane et al. (2004) explain that collaboration between multiple leaders in 

schools occur when activities are performed separately to produce common 

results. One example could be through the sharing of key instructional duties. 

By enabling the senior leadership team members to act, principals, as well as 

the senior leadership team members in this study, provide evidence that key 

instructional activities such as lesson evaluation could be performed 

separately by the principals and senior leadership team members; but inter-

dependently, they support the common goal of ensuring that instructional 

activities are carried out effectively. Principal 3, for example, expects her 
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senior leadership team members to carry out supervision of the instructional 

activities in her school. Principal 6, on the other hand, would rely on her senior 

leadership team members to ensure that the quality of instructions is 

maintained across the school. Spillane et al. (2004) further explain that when 

principals rely on and enable their senior leadership team members to perform 

key instructional duties separately, especially ones that are related to the 

evaluation of instructional activities, the principals are then able to engage with 

them to gauge key summative evaluation of the instructional activities 

supervised by the senior leadership team members.  

Hallinger and Walker (2017: 139) attribute that traditional values that honour 

hierarchy, seniority and status continue to shape perspectives toward power 

and staff involvement. Hence, the analysis also shows that a pattern of 

collaboration is evident between the principals and the senior leadership team 

members. For example, the analysis reveals that collaboration with senior 

leadership team members is institutionalised through the formation of the 

senior leadership team management council. For example, principal 2 and 

principal 4 spoke about having a special group, identified as G9 or G5 

depending on the number of senior leadership members in the group. Through 

the establishment of the institutionalised management council, the principals 

could be viewed as promoting collaboration. Principals and senior leadership 

team members spoke highly about how they often discuss and make key 

decisions within the council. Kouzes and Posner (2007b) posit that, when a 

leader creates a situation in which people must work collaboratively, it can 

increase the personal accountability of everyone involved, as well as ensuring 

that each member of the team takes ownership of the collaborative activity or 

task. They add that individual accountability is a critical element in every 

collaborative activity.  

The quantitative analysis also shows that the dimension of ‘Supervise and 

evaluate instruction’ had indicated a significant difference between the mean 

scores of senior leadership team members and those of the other teachers. 

The results suggest that the senior leadership team members had rated their 
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principals to be carrying out this particular instructional leadership practice 

significantly more than the other teachers. The data generated from 

quantitative data strengthen the claim that, whilst the principals in this study 

believe in a strong collaborative environment, the pattern of collaboration is 

nevertheless concentrated within the senior leadership circle.  

Providing support  

The quantitative and qualitative analysis both suggest that principals who are 

deemed high performing provide support to their teachers. The support may 

include instructional and professional dimensions as well as being 

individualised. These are key attributes of transformational and instructional 

leadership and are also considered pivotal as an aspect of distributed 

leadership. One of the aspects of support exemplified by the principals in this 

study is the professional support given to the teachers. Hallinger (2010a) 

claims that successful school leadership show support through building the 

teachers’ capacities for professional learning and development. Barber et al. 

(2010: 7) believe that one of the most important skills of a high-performing 

principal is the focus given to developing teachers. They see the principals’ 

role as vital in improving and supporting the development their teachers.  

Joseph Blase and Blase (2000) found that promoting professional 

development is one of the most important dimensions of effective instructional 

leadership, as perceived by the teachers in their study. Similarly, the 

quantitative and qualitative analyses in this study suggest that principals were 

perceived by their teachers to be supportive of professional development. It is 

evident from the PIMRS analysis, which highlights ‘Promote professional 

development’ as the third most enacted instructional leadership practice, as 

perceived by the teachers and the principals themselves. This is further 

supported by the interviews which identify principals 1, 4 and 6 as those who 

encourage their teachers to be consistently supported via professional 

development. The evidence suggests that these principals understand the 

need for their teachers to be prepared and supported for instructional 
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innovation. This finding also supports the study carried out by Hallinger and 

Walker (2017: 136) who found that Malaysian principals “are strong advocates 

of ongoing professional development as a necessity for improved learning, 

teaching and student outcomes”. 

While it could be claimed that principals in this study provide support to their 

teachers via professional development, the policy of compulsory minimum 

seven-day professional training and courses which all civil servants have to 

fulfil yearly (Jabatan Perkhidmatan Awam, 2005) could also contribute to such 

practices being enacted by these principals. Although the policy itself could be 

seen as an imposition, the analysis suggests that providing support through 

promoting professional development of the teachers has positive outcomes. 

The findings suggest that principals who are deemed high performing value 

the professional development of their teachers. For example, principals 4 and 

6 believe that teachers who attend any external professional development 

courses should carry out in-house training so that the knowledge gained from 

the professional courses can be shared with other teachers. Hence, not only 

do the principals support teachers attending professional development 

courses, but the support is extended and shared with other teachers.  

The practice of providing support shown by the principals in this study also 

corresponds with the assertion offered by Leithwood et al. (2013). They 

believe that in order to sustain high performance, school leaders especially 

those who are leading high performing schools “place a premium on teachers’ 

professional development as a route to improving instructional outcomes” 

(Leithwood et al., 2013: 259). Further examples of how support is given by 

principals are evident from principal 3 and principal 4. They allocate a sizeable 

amount of the schools’ additional budget for teachers’ development. With the 

extra amount, teachers are afforded the opportunity to attend professional 

courses which are not usually available to teachers in other schools.  

Leithwood et al. (1999: 73) also believe that providing support could be 

expressed through “recognition of good work and effort”. The principals in this 

study believe in supporting their teachers via providing recognition and praise. 
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This is evident in the analysis of the LPI questionnaire, which identified the 

leadership practice of ‘Encourage the heart’ as the practice that the principals 

claim to enact the most. This particular component of the LPI encompasses 

practices that measure the extent to which the leader provides recognition for 

the contributions made by the followers (Kouzes & Posner, 2007a). This 

dimension also gauges the frequency of the leader in providing motivational 

and social support to their followers. The evidence from the LPI questionnaire 

suggests that principals in this study value the contributions made by the 

teachers. In order to recognise the contribution, they believe in supporting the 

teachers via public recognition as well as rewards. Similarly, research into 

principal leadership in 50 outstanding schools in New South Wales, Australia 

found that the principals often provide appropriate recognition to the teachers 

(Dinham, 2005).  

Finally, evidence from the analysis also highlights how support is provided via 

school resources. Robinson et al. (2008) explain that strategic resourcing is 

identified as one of the five dimensions of instructional leadership. They 

explain that “the word ‘strategic’ in the description of this dimension signals 

that the leadership activity is about securing resources that are aligned with 

instructional purposes, rather than leadership skill in securing resources per 

se” (Robinson et al., 2008: 661). The findings of this study also indicate that 

five principals show evidence of providing support in terms of instructional 

resources. The teachers and senior leadership team members acknowledge 

that their principals allocate a high proportion of the high performing school’s 

grant for procuring instructional materials. This includes purchasing materials 

which would support the instructional practices of the teachers as well as 

encouraging the performance of the students. The provision of instructional 

support, via securing teaching and learning materials for teachers, suggests 

that the principals use the resource strategically. The support given by the 

principals in allowing the teachers to maximise instructional resources 

contributes to creating an environment that makes learning possible for both 

teachers and students (Bendikson et al., 2012). 
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Maintaining a shared decision process 

The findings of this study indicate that principals who are deemed high 

performing provide avenues for decision-making to be shared. The principals 

indicate that they value decisions which are reached and discussed together 

rather than making decisions individually. The practice of maintaining a shared 

decision process represents one of the elements of transformational 

leadership (Leithwood et al., 1999). Harris (2008) further posits that shared 

decision-making is one form of distributed leadership that involves many 

organisational members. 

The analysis in the previous chapter reaffirms that all principals involved their 

senior leadership team members when making decisions. This is evident when 

all senior leadership team members, except SLTM 6, stated that their 

principals do carry out the process of shared decision-making. Whilst the 

analysis confirms the dynamics of the decision-making process between the 

principals and their senior leadership team members; principal 4 and principal 

6 also note the importance of taking into consideration the perspectives of 

teachers when making decisions. However, only teachers 4 and 5 identified 

that the practice of shared decision-making is enacted by their principals. 

These findings support the conclusion of a study carried out by Mulford, 

Kendall, and Kendall (2004) that high school teachers perceive the level of 

involvement in decision-making in high schools is hierarchical with the highest 

involvement between the principal and assistant principal. Nonetheless, the 

involvement of teachers in making key decisions in schools is equally 

important. Leithwood et al. (2004: 53) believe that teachers’ involvement in 

decision-making is a “central mechanism for making better use of the 

intellectual capacities distributed throughout the organization. This, in turn, 

results in better, and better coordinated, decisions”. The evidence from the 

interviews suggest that principal 5 involves his teachers in some of the 

decision-making processes.  

The qualitative findings indicate a high degree of similarity across the different 

schools in terms of how the principals focus on creating shared decision-
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making processes. All the principals interviewed believe in involving others, 

especially the senior leadership team members, in a shared decision-making 

process. The findings of this study are similar to those of Tahir et al. (2013), 

who examined the relationship between instructional leadership and political 

strategies employed by Excellent Principals in Malaysia. They found that 

Excellent Principals use the fundamentals of transformational leadership in 

making decisions. Tahir et al. (2013) assert that Excellent Principals make 

school-based decisions through collaboration and consultation with others to 

ensure that the results will benefit all. Similarly, Drysdale et al. (2009) found 

that the outstanding principals in their study view the decision-making process 

as collaborative, democratic and consultative.  

The evidence of shared decision making also appears in the quantitative 

analysis. One of the properties of the construct of ‘Enable others to act’, as 

measured through the LPI questionnaire, highlights the ability of the leader to 

listen to diverse points of views before making any decisions. The high mean 

scores for this dimension suggest that both teachers and principals view the 

practice of enabling others through making shared decisions as something 

that is carried out frequently by the principals. Mulford et al. (2004) believe that 

the more positively teachers view the decision-making processes in the 

school, the higher the degree of influence and control they perceived to be 

exerted by the leaders in the school.  

From a policy perspective, the evidence that supports how the principals 

maintain the shared decision-making process fits the aspiration highlighted in 

the MEB. The MEB identifies a focus on distributed leadership in the second 

wave of its implementation (between the years of 2016 to 2020). One of the 

key highlights identified in this wave is to give schools greater decision-making 

flexibility over budget and curriculum (Ministry of Education, 2013). However, 

such flexibility will only be given to schools that “meet certain performance 

criteria” (Ministry of Education, 2013: 5-18). The analysis certainly gives a 

positive indication that principals who are deemed high performing, and at the 

same time heading high performing schools, do show that the decision-making 
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process is something that is shared and essentially support the fundamentals 

of distributed leadership.  

Supervise, monitor and evaluate students’ performance  

The principals who are deemed high performing all tend to emphasise the 

performance of the students, both academically and in extra-curricular 

activities. The quantitative findings indicate that principals and teachers rank 

the instructional practice of monitoring students’ performance highly. The 

PIMRS data shows that the instructional practice of ‘Monitor students’ 

progress’ was ranked as the fourth-most enacted practices by both principals 

and their teachers. This instructional dimension measures the frequency with 

which principals discuss students’ academic progress and performance with 

their teachers; use tests and other performance measure to assess progress 

toward school goals; as well as informing students and teachers of the overall 

academic progress. The data suggest that principals in this study place a 

heavy emphasis on student assessments and most importantly how they are 

progressing.  

The findings show that principals place great emphasis on monitoring 

students’ academic performance through assessment results. The use of 

performance data is one of the ways for the principals in this study set high 

expectations, especially for high performance. One approach, adopted by 

principals 4 and 6, is the GROW19 method as indicated by their senior 

leadership team members. Another approach implemented by principals 2, 3 

and 6, is the performance dialogue. The dialogue, which is akin to a problem-

solving session, enables the principals and teachers to identify the strengths 

and weaknesses of the students’ performance, based upon current 

assessment scores, and to determine the next course of action. The practice 

of using performance dialogue supports the findings of Blase and Blasé 

                                            
19 The GROW model is a coaching and performance tool introduced by John Whitmore in 1992 (see 
Whitmore, 1992). The Aminuddin Baki Institute (for educational leadership and management) has 
adopted this model as one its training modules targeting principals in high performing schools. 
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(2000), who found that effective principals value dialogue that encourages 

teachers to critically reflect on their learning and professional practices. 

Conversely, Abbott and Bush (2013) agree with Court’s (2007) assertion that 

effective leadership teams schedule time together for professional dialogue.  

The qualitative analysis also indicates that five of the principals, except for 

principal 5, show evidence that they actively monitor the academic progress 

of the students. The analysis suggests that these principals utilise formal 

discussions and meetings with senior leadership team members and teachers 

to observe the progress of the students. Through the constant monitoring of 

the students’ performance, the principals who are deemed high performing are 

able to realign and monitor their school’s academic performance. The practice 

of monitoring student progress by the principal in this study links to the study 

carried out by Belchetz and Leithwood (2007). They found that successful 

principals in six Ontario schools consistently monitor the academic progress 

of the students through systematically collecting evidence of the students’ 

performance. The principals then provide ongoing support based on the 

feedback gained from the teachers. 

Although much of this leadership practice represents core instructional 

activities, the manner in which these activities are carried out by the teachers 

also highlights its distributive properties. Spillane et al. (2001) explain that 

distributed leadership is also grounded in the activities or tasks carried out by 

teachers rather than in position or roles. Tasks include monitoring and 

supervising students’ performance. A distributed element is present when the 

enactment of tasks is potentially stretched over two or more leaders and 

followers (Spillane et al., 2004). For example, SLTM 3 claims that her principal 

has assigned the roles of supervising instructional activities to all the senior 

leadership team members of the school. The quality of instruction is monitored 

regularly to maintain its standard and, indirectly, is thought to contribute 

towards the academic performance of the students. The involvement of senior 

leadership team members is important for some of the principals in supervising 

and evaluating the performance of the students. Hence, the evidence points 
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towards the senior leadership team members as a source for understanding 

how students fare academically. This is carried out through regular discussion 

and meetings. Overall, the evidence suggests that the principals involve senior 

leadership team members to ensure that student performance is monitored 

and sustained, and consequently the school can meet its intended targets. 

These findings draw parallels with the meta-analysis carried out by Robinson 

et al (2008: 661) who posit that “there was a greater emphasis in higher 

performing schools on ensuring that staff systematically monitor student 

progress”. 

While the qualitative and quantitative findings of this study support the 

evidence that principals who are deemed high performing supervise and 

monitor students’ progress, importantly it also, counters the claim made by 

Hallinger and Walker (2017: 138) who note that “in Malaysia, the task of 

monitoring student progress does not appear to lie within the principals’ 

responsibility”. 

Modelling good values 

Bush and Glover (2014) posit that values are one of the three dimensions of 

school leadership. They further stress that school leaders “are expected to 

ground their actions in clear personal and professional values” (ibid:555). The 

principals in this study exude values that represent them as positive role 

models for the teachers, as well as other principals in Malaysia. Leithwood and 

Riehl (2003), and Leithwood and Day (2007b) claim that effective and 

successful leaders articulate good examples and core personal values for the 

teachers and other staff to follow. In addition, Gold et al. (2003), in their study 

of outstanding school leaders, identify that effective or outstanding principals 

are those who are able to articulate their strongly held personal and intrinsic 

values which are not imposed or restricted by others.  

The qualitative analysis indicates that modelling professional values have 

garnered the most responses from principals, senior leadership team 

members and teachers compared to the other leadership practices identified 
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in the qualitative analysis. Most (14 out of 18) interviewees indicate that the 

principals do exhibit leadership practices that are valued by others. The 

analysis of leadership practices also suggests that the principals have an 

open-door policy, and are approachable, as well as being empathic to the 

needs of their teachers. These traits and values are acknowledged as 

representing the transformational leadership components of modelling 

important values and practices (Leithwood et al., 1999). The quantitative 

findings suggest that both principals and teachers are positive about the extent 

to which the principals ‘model the way’. The mean scores suggest that this 

particular leadership practice is perceived to be enacted ‘fairly often’ by the 

teachers. The principals, on the other hand, claim to carry out this practice 

‘usually’.  

The role modelling enacted by the principals in this study suggests a 

transformational leadership approach. However, the author believes that it 

may be appropriate to regard instructional leadership and transformational 

leadership as an integrated model of leadership practice in respect of 

modelling good values. For example, Matthews (2009) agrees that successful 

principals do model good instructional practices to teachers. Jensen and Clark 

(2013) argue that, to be a good instructional role model, effective principals 

know that they cannot ask teachers to do something that they do not do 

themselves. They maintain that school principals must continuously be visibly 

role-modelling instructional behaviours in schools, such as observing classes 

and providing feedback to teachers. In this respect, the qualitative analysis 

suggests that only principals 1 and 6 provide instructional feedback to their 

teachers.  

The Ministry of Education believes that the instructional practices of principals 

must always be at the fore despite the added task of administering the 

organisation as a whole. This is exemplified by a directive from the Director 

General of Education in 1998 which instructed all principals to teach a 

minimum of five periods per week (Ketua Pengarah Pendidikan Malaysia, 

1998). One of the underlying principles behind such directives is the need for 
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the principals to be a role model for teachers especially in the core matter of 

instruction. While the directive of teaching a minimum of five periods applies 

to all principals and it is still presently in place, most of the principals in 

Malaysia were found by Muhamad Latip (2007) to be swamped with 

administrative duties, hence reducing the five-period teaching activities to 

subjects such as civic education or moral education. However, the instructional 

activity of the principal was acknowledged by principals 1 and 3 as one of the 

best ways to model the commitment of the principal as an instructional leader. 

Joseph Blase and Blase (2000) support the view that effective principals, who 

demonstrate their teaching abilities in the classroom are exhibiting one form 

of modelling that would yield positive effects on teachers’ motivation. Principal 

1 also believes that principals should continue teaching core subjects instead 

of non-examination subjects. This indicates that the principal is committed, 

despite the heavy administrative duties, to teach core subjects, such as 

physics and mathematics. This practice may also reinforce the principal as a 

role model in relation to being an instructional leader. This also reiterates the 

discussion in the earlier section of this chapter which reveals that the 

continuing practice of principals as an instructional practitioner in the 

classroom could influence the teachers into considering their principals as role 

models.  

The findings indicate that the principals often elucidate expectations of 

sustaining excellence and high performance. The qualitative interviews 

indicate that the principals have high expectations in terms of their schools’ 

performance. Leithwood et al. (1999: 68) posit that the high expectations 

envisaged by the principals will be motivational for the “teachers to see the 

challenging nature of goals being pursued in their school”. The expectations 

set by the principals who are deemed high performing encourage teachers to 

really understand their roles and responsibilities of sustaining the already high 

performing schools.  

The practice of maintaining high expectations by the principals who are 

deemed high performing is also affirmed through the quantitative analysis via 
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the LPI questionnaire. Principals rated themselves as carrying out the practice 

of ‘Encouraging the heart’ most frequently compared to other four leadership 

practices. This particular leadership practice aligns well with the 

transformational leadership model because, embedded in this particular act, 

successful leaders place high expectations on themselves and their followers 

(Kouzes & Posner, 2007b). These authors believe that leaders who rate 

themselves high on the dimension of ‘Encouraging the heart’, as in the case 

of the principals in this study, have high expectations in the abilities of their 

followers. Kouzes and Posner (2007b: 282) add that leaders set high 

expectations because “they know that they are much more likely to get high 

performance if they expect high performance than if they expect low 

performance”. Even though this particular leadership practice is ranked fourth 

by the teachers, the mean scores nevertheless indicate high agreement that 

their principals are enacting this particular leadership practice fairly often. 

Hence, the findings of this study elucidate that principals who are deemed high 

performing are very clear on the high expectations to maintain academic 

excellence and that these expectations need to be understood by the teachers. 

Overview 

This study focuses on the leadership practices of principals who are deemed 

high performing through receiving both the Excellent Principals and New Deals 

awards. The discussion has identified an in-depth account of how these high 

performing principals enact leadership practices in their schools. The findings 

of this study offer a different perspective on high performing principalship, 

linked to the aspiration of the MEB to place high performing leaders in every 

school. 

The analysis identifies that principals who are deemed high performing enact 

multiple leadership practices which are associated with transformational, 

distributed and instructional leadership. The findings also strongly support the 

views of many leading theorists that school leaders do not adhere to only one 

specific leadership style or practice. Day et al. (2001a: 55) explain that “the 
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complexity of the role they faced and the tensions and dilemmas which they 

managed meant that no single theory could explain existing practice, but that 

the leadership practices adopted reflected diverse and often competing 

theoretical perspectives”. 

The study has also identified that principals who are deemed high performing 

practice instructional leadership modestly compared to distributed and 

transformational leadership. This finding is significant given that instructional 

leadership is highly emphasised in the MEB compared to transformational and 

distributed leadership. While Robinson et al. (2008) meta-analysis found that 

instructional leadership has a greater impact on student achievement 

compared to transformational leadership, the modest enactment of 

instructional leadership by the principals in this study could form a barrier to 

realising the aspiration of improving the education system in Malaysia. Key 

indicators of improvement are student academic performance and outcomes. 

While “transformational leadership is more focused on the relationship 

between leaders and followers than on the educational work of school 

leadership, the quality of these relationships [nevertheless], is not predictive 

of the quality of student outcomes” (Robinson et al., 2008).  

The study highlights core leadership practices that represent the properties 

and elements of instructional, transformational and distributed leadership. The 

findings of this study also show that the six leadership practices found to be 

enacted the most by the principals contain an integrated element of all three 

leadership models. The evidence from the analysis has facilitated this study to 

identify six core leadership practices which are a combination of at least two 

leadership models. The findings suggest that the leadership models, 

translated into the practice of the principals, could not be enacted effectively 

without the presence or combination of at least two leadership models. Bush 

and Glover (2003) argue that the leadership models represented in the 

practices enacted by school leaders are in fact artificial in their distinctions 

because most successful leaders are likely to embody most or all of these 

approaches in their work.  
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This chapter concluded by linking the leadership and management qualities 

upon which the Excellent Principals and New Deals awards recipients are 

adjudged by the selectors. The discussion is important as it gives weight to the 

assumption of this study that high performing principals can be identified as 

those who have received both awards. The assumption of these principals as 

high performing is then reinforced by the discussion and analysis of their 

leadership practices which are found to be similar to the attributes of highly 

successful and high performing school leaders as identified in the literature. 

The next and final chapter shows how the research questions are answered, 

as well as discussing the significance of the study.  
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Chapter 8 – Conclusion 

Introduction 

The main aim of this mixed methods study is to identify, understand and 

describe a range of leadership practices enacted by principals in Malaysia who 

are deemed high performing. The analysis of data obtained through three 

iterative sequential phases has allowed the author to explore the perceived 

leadership practices enacted by principals who are deemed high performing 

and serving in selected Malaysian high performing secondary schools. The 

analysis also assists the author to understand the extent to which instructional 

leadership is practised by the principals and to compare it with distributed and 

transformational leadership practices. Three main important findings were 

discussed, and triangulated, in Chapter 7. This final chapter shows how the 

research questions have been addressed, and also discusses the significance 

and implications of this study.  

Answering the Research Questions 

This study is guided by three main research questions. Sub-questions are also 

attached to Questions Two and Three. This section shows how all these 

research questions are addressed through this study.  

Research question One: How are principals deemed high performing identified 
and selected? 

The author identifies principals who are deemed high performing as those who 

have received both the Excellent Principals and the New Deals awards. Both 

awards are significant in acknowledging the performance of principals in 

Malaysia. While the Excellent Principals award was launched in 1994, the New 

Deals award which incentivises “high performing school principals” (Ministry 

of Education, 2013: A-31) was only introduced as recently as 2011. This study 

focuses on principals who are deemed high performing by virtue of being 
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recipients of both awards. This means that these principals are regarded as 

high performing within the Malaysian education system.  

The selection process indicates that there are several ‘quality-control’ 

mechanisms linked to the process. The selection process involves several 

stages. For example, candidates for the Excellent Principals award first must 

produce evidence of personal and career contributions and achievements that 

would qualify them to be shortlisted for the following stage of selection. The 

annual appraisal review marks of the candidates are also taken into 

consideration by the panel of selectors when short-listing them for the next 

stage of evaluation and assessment. The candidates are also assessed on-

site by a panel of assessors from the Ministry of Education. The results of the 

assessment are finalised by the secretariat before being forwarded to the 

Director General of Education. The final list, approved by the Director General 

of Education, is later screened by the Human Resources Division of the 

Ministry to ensure that the candidates are free from any recorded history of 

misconduct. The final step of the selection process is the interview with the 

Director General of Education. 

Similarly, many layers are apparent when selecting candidates for the New 

Deals award. Unlike the Excellent Principals award, the first qualifying round 

is determined by the school’s performance in public examinations. Schools 

which have demonstrated significant improvement in public examinations and, 

as a result, have made significant progress in the overall school rankings, will 

be eligible to be considered for selection. PADU, which monitors the 

performance and ranking of schools in Malaysia, will then verify and endorse 

the first list of schools in which the principals can be considered for the New 

Deals award. Similar to the Excellent Principals award, the selection process 

for the New Deals award includes on-site assessment of the principals. The 

on-site assessment includes verification of the self-assess annual SKPM 

scores. The results of the on-site assessment are then presented to a select-

committee chaired by the Secretary General of Education. Being presented to 

the select committee is also contingent upon the principals meeting the 
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specific requirements of the Ministry (see Table 4.6). The requirement includes 

a minimum score of 90% in their annual appraisal review score.  

The quota system for Excellent Principals represents another ‘quality-control’ 

mechanism. The quota for Excellent Principals is important in ensuring that 

the award is privileged to a group of 895 secondary school principals at any 

one time. While this study shows that the selection process for these awards 

is multi-layered, it also suggests that the ‘quality-control’ mechanism employed 

in each part of the process makes it competitive as well as rigorous. The many 

forms of quality-control imposed on the candidates when vying for these two 

awards suggest that the quality and performance of the recipients are at the 

fore. This indicates that those principals who have gained both awards may 

be deemed ‘high performing’.  

Research question Two: What leadership practices are most performed by the 
principals who are deemed high performing as measured by the LPI and 
PIMRS questionnaires?  

The overarching aim of this study is to identify the leadership practices of the 

principals who are deemed high performing. This calls for an in-depth 

examination of leadership practices enacted by the principals, guided primarily 

by the instructional, transformational and distributed leadership models. In 

doing so, the study is able to compare the extent to which leadership practices 

that are reflective of those three leadership models are enacted the most by 

the principals.  

The second phase of this study involves a quantitative approach, to enable the 

author to answer the second research question and its two sub-questions. Two 

questionnaires were utilised, the Leadership Practices Inventory (LPI) and the 

Principals Instructional Management Rating Scale (PIMRS). While the PIMRS 

is able to measure the frequency with which the principals claim to enact each 

of the ten instructional leadership practices, the LPI assesses the extent to 

which the principals carry out practices which are reflective of transformational 

and distributed leadership. In addition, the utilisation of these two 
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questionnaires enabled the author to compare which three leadership models 

are most practiced by the principals.  

These two questionnaires were distributed to 20 principals who are the 

recipients of both the Excellent Principals and New Deals awards. The 

questionnaires were also distributed to their teachers. The distribution of the 

teachers’ copies of both questionnaires enabled the author to compare the 

leadership practices claimed to be carried out by the principals with those 

perceived by their teachers. The response rates from the principals for both 

the LPI and PIMRS questionnaires was 90%, suggesting high reliability. 

Response rates for teachers were also high, at 85% for the LPI and 82% for 

the PIMRS.  

The mean scores of ten instructional leadership dimensions obtained through 

the PIMRS were tabulated. The mean scores of each of the five leadership 

practices measured on the LPI questionnaire were also calculated. The mean 

scores were then ranked to identify which of the leadership practices were 

claimed to be enacted most frequently. (Comparison of the mean scores 

between the principals’ and teachers’ responses are shown in Table 5.29). 

The analysis of the PIMRS questionnaire shows that ‘Communicate the 

school’s goals’ and ‘Framing the school’s goals’ were claimed by the principals 

to be the most performed instructional leadership practices. This is followed 

by ‘Promote professional development’, ‘Monitor students’ progress’ and 

‘Coordinate the curriculum’. The mean scores obtained from the teachers’ 

copy of the PIMRS questionnaire also indicate that they perceived their 

principals to be carrying out the same five instructional leadership practices. 

The mean scores from the teachers-copy ranked these five instructional 

leadership practices in the same order as their principals. Principals and 

teachers’ mean scores suggest that ‘Provide incentives for teachers’ and 

‘Maintain high visibility’ were perceived as the least enacted instructional 

leadership practices.  
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A similar approach was adopted when analysing the LPI questionnaire. The 

mean scores obtained from both the principals and the teachers were ranked. 

The highest mean scores suggest that the particular leadership practice was 

claimed to be preferred as well as enacted the most by the principals. The LPI 

shows that the leadership practice of ‘Encourage the heart’ was ranked the 

highest by the principals. Their teachers, however, perceived the principals to 

be performing the leadership practice of ‘Inspire a shared vision’ the most, 

while this practice was ranked second by the principals.  

Taking both questionnaires together, the instructional leadership practices of 

communicating and framing the school’s goals, as well as the practice of 

inspiring a shared vision, were identified as the most performed by the 

principals. Similar views were expressed by the teachers in relation to the 

extent to which they perceive their principals to be performing these leadership 

practices. As discussed in the previous chapter, the results of the quantitative 

data analysis lead to the synthesised view that the first (out of six) core 

leadership practices enacted by principals is ‘Sharing school’s goals, vision 

and mission’.  

The mean scores from the LPI questionnaire also show that the leadership 

practice of ‘Enable others to act’ was ranked highly by both principals and 

teachers. This leadership practice specifically advocates collaboration, 

collegiality and strengthening of others. This suggests a distributed leadership 

element in their practice. The data obtained from the questionnaire also 

support the final synthesis of leadership practices enacted by principals in this 

study. Out of the six core leadership practices synthesised as the most 

enacted by the principals, the data from this particular dimension of LPI directly 

supports two of the six leadership practices: ‘Creating an environment that 

supports collaboration’ and ‘Maintaining a shared decision process’. 

The questionnaire results are able to indicate the extent to which a particular 

leadership practice was enacted. The questionnaires are also useful in 

determining, on a macro level, the extent to which instructional, 

transformational and distributed leadership practices are carried out by the 
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principals in this study. For example, the mean scores of the LPI indicate that 

the principals, on average, claimed to be enacting the five leadership practices 

‘usually’. Their teachers also perceive the principals to be enacting those 

leadership practices ‘fairly often’. Hence, it could be implied that the principals 

enact leadership practices that represent the tenets of transformational and 

distributed leadership on a consistent basis. In comparison, the principals, on 

average, claimed to be enacting all ten instructional leadership practices (as 

measured by the PIMRS questionnaire) ‘frequently’. However, their teachers 

perceived the principals to be carrying out eight of ten instructional leadership 

practices only ‘sometimes’.  

The findings from the two questionnaires lead to the conclusion that the 

principals who are deemed high performing communicate, frame and inspire 

the vision, mission and goals of their schools the most compared to other 

leadership practices. A comparison of both questionnaires also suggests that 

teachers especially perceive their principals to be enacting leadership 

practices that are reflective of transformational and distributed leadership 

more than those related to instructional leadership.  

Sub-Research question 2a: How do principals who are deemed high 
performing perceive their own leadership practices as measured by the LPI 
and PIMRS questionnaires? 

Sub-research question 2a was intended to measure the extent to which the 

principals claim to enact the leadership practices measured against several 

variables such as grades of service and number of years served. This sub-

question also aims to compare the principals’ understanding of their leadership 

practices when measured against the above-mentioned variables. T-test and 

ANOVA were employed to identify any significant differences in relation to how 

the principals perceive their leadership practices based on their years and 

grades of service.  

The analysis identified that all the principals claim to be enacting the 

leadership practices more frequently than perceived by their teachers. The 

mean scores show that the principals believe that they carry out the leadership 
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practices, as measured by both the PIMRS and LPI questionnaires, 

‘frequently’ and ‘usually’. Hallinger (2011) found that, in numerous PIMRS 

studies, principals had consistently rated themselves higher on the PIMRS 

questionnaire when compared to their teachers. This finding is confirmed by 

this study.  

Whilst the mean scores suggest that the principals claim to be enacting all of 

the leadership practices measured by the PIMRS and the LPI on a frequent 

basis, the analysis was extended to identify any significant differences found 

based on the principals’ grade of service as well as their tenure. The principals 

in this study consist of those with grades DG54 and JUSA C. The t-test carried 

out suggests that the principals of these two grades differ significantly in terms 

of how they perceive the instructional leadership practices of ‘Maintain high 

visibility’ and ‘Provide incentives for teachers’ as measured by the PIMRS 

questionnaire. On both accounts, principals of the JUSA C reported that they 

enact these two instructional leadership practices significantly lower than their 

DG54 counterparts. The mean scores for these two instructional leadership 

practices indicate that JUSA C principals believe that they carry out these 

practices ‘sometimes’, while their DG54 counterparts claim to be enacting 

them ‘frequently’. However, there were no significant differences in how DG54 

principals and JUSA C principals claim to enact leadership practices that 

represent transformational and distributed leadership, as measured by the LPI 

questionnaire. 

A one-way ANOVA was carried out to determine whether the principals’ tenure 

had any significant bearing on how they perceive their leadership practices, 

but no significant differences were found. The results from the ANOVA 

analysis indicate that the principals with different tenures do not differ 

significantly in terms of how they claim to enact the leadership practices as 

measured by both questionnaires.  

With the exception of the two instructional leadership practices of ‘Maintain 

high visibility’, and ‘Provide incentives for teachers’, the principals do not show 

any significant differences in terms of how they claim to enact leadership 
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practices when measured against their grades of service as well as their 

tenure.  

Sub-Research question 2b: How do teachers perceive their principals’ 
leadership practices as measured by the LPI and PIMRS questionnaires? 

The research question was formulated to determine whether the teachers view 

their principals’ leadership practices differently based on their principals’ 

length and grade of service. One important finding is that the mean scores of 

the teachers’ perceptions of their principals’ leadership practices were lower 

than those of their principals on both of the questionnaires. The analysis 

reveals that the teachers perceive their principals to be carrying out almost all 

instructional leadership practices ‘sometimes’. Only ‘Framing the school’s 

goals’, and ‘Communicate the school’s goals’ recorded higher mean scores, 

indicating that the teachers perceive their principals to be enacting these two 

instructional leadership practices frequently. The teachers’ mean scores 

aggregated from the LPI questionnaires also indicate that they rated their 

principals lower on all five of the leadership practices. However, while the 

mean scores are lower than those of their principals, they do show that they 

perceive their principals to be enacting the leadership practices which 

represent transformational and distributed leadership ‘usually’.  

An independent t-test was used to determine whether the principals’ grade of 

service had any impact on how the teachers perceive their principals’ 

leadership practices. The analysis shows that teachers whose principals have 

a grade of DG54 rated their principals significantly higher than their 

counterparts who are working with JUSA C principals, on all five leadership 

practices as measured by the LPI questionnaire. This suggests that DG54 

principals were perceived by their teachers to be performing leadership 

practices that are reflective of transformational and distributed leadership 

more than the JUSA C principals as perceived by their teachers.  

A t-test was used to further determine whether teachers with JUSA C 

principals differ from their peers with DG54 principals, in terms of how their 
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respective principals are perceived in enacting instructional leadership. Similar 

to the findings of the LPI questionnaire, the t-test revealed that teachers with 

JUSA C principals rated them significantly lower on all instructional leadership 

practices except ‘Protect instructional time’.  

ANOVA was then utilised to determine whether the principals’ length of service 

has any bearing on how their teachers perceive them to be carrying out any 

specific leadership practices. Principals who had served for more than fifteen 

years were perceived by their teachers to be enacting the leadership practice 

of ‘Enable others to act’ significantly more than their peers whose principals 

had been in tenure for a shorter time. As stated in Chapter 5, the analysis 

suggests that teachers with principals who had served for more than 15 years 

perceived them to be enacting distributed leadership practices more than 

those with principals who have less than 15 years in service.  

The principals’ length of tenure also influenced the way in which the teachers 

perceive their principals’ instructional leadership practices. The ANOVA 

analysis on the PIMRS shows that principals who had served for more than 15 

years were perceived by their teachers to be carrying out six instructional 

leadership practices significantly more than teachers whose principals had 

less time in that position. The six instructional leadership practices which the 

teachers perceived to be carried out more by the more experienced principals 

were: ‘Framing the school goals’, ‘Communicate the school goals’, ‘Supervise 

and evaluate curriculum’, ‘Coordinate the curriculum’, ‘Promote professional 

development’ and ‘Provide incentives for learning’.  

Teachers’ perceptions of their principals’ leadership practices were also 

extended to measure whether the position that they hold in schools influences 

the way in which they perceive their principals’ leadership practices. The 

analysis via an ANOVA suggests that teachers with administrative positions 

perceived their principals to be enacting ‘Inspire a shared vision’ and ‘Enable 

others to act’ significantly more than ordinary teachers. The ANOVA also 

reveals that teachers in a position of power had rated their principals 

significantly higher in performing the instructional leadership practices of 
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‘Supervise and evaluate instruction’, ‘Coordinate the curriculum’ and ‘Promote 

professional development’. The significant findings have led this study to 

conclude that the closer and constant interaction that senior leadership team 

members have with their principals might impact on the way in which they 

perceive their principals’ leadership practices.  

The data show that teachers’ perceptions of how their principals enact the 

leadership practices are significantly influenced by their principals’ grade of 

service and tenure. Teachers who hold an administrative position in schools 

also reported that their principals performed several leadership practices 

significantly more than other teachers.  

Research question Three: How do the principals perceive their own leadership 
practices?  

Research question Three was formulated with the intention to further explore 

how the principals carry out their leadership practices. Specific attention is 

given to whether the practices reflect and represent the tenets of instructional, 

transformational, and distributed leadership. This research question was 

addressed primarily through school-based interviews. The leadership 

practices identified from the data were then organised according to the 

subscales of transformational, instructional, and distributed leadership 

identified from the literature. The qualitative method of inquiry utilised to 

answer this research question enabled the author to gauge in-depth accounts 

of the leadership practices from the perspectives of the principals. Six 

principals who were involved in the quantitative phase were purposively 

selected for the interviews.  

The analysis reveals that the principals claim to be enacting practices that 

represent instructional, transformational and distributed leadership. The 

analysis also shows that evidence of transformational and distributed 

leadership practices was very strong, as compared to instructional leadership. 

While the principals acknowledge explicitly that instructional leadership is one 

of the practices that Malaysian principals should focus upon, the interviews 
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with the principals suggest that they perform instructional leadership modestly 

compared to transformational and distributed leadership practices.  

The interviews also provided evidence about the specific leadership practices 

of the principals. These leadership practices relate to transformational and 

distributed leadership, as well as to instructional leadership theoretical 

frameworks. The analysis suggests that the instructional leadership practice 

of monitoring and evaluating students’ performance was claimed to be the 

most enacted by the principals. This is seen as one of the six core leadership 

practices enacted by principals who are deemed to be high performing.  

The interview data also show that transformational leadership practices were 

claimed to be performed consistently by the principals. Guided by the 

transformational leadership framework proposed by Leithwood et.al (1999), 

the evidence from the interviews indicate that the principals claim they model 

the best professional values; provide individualised support to their teachers, 

and maintain a shared decision-making process. The transformational practice 

of inspiring a shared vision is claimed by five of the six principals interviewed.  

The leadership practices which are reflective of distributed leadership were 

also claimed to be enacted by the principals. The practice of collaborating with 

senior leadership team members was claimed to be carried out the most by 

the principals. The analyses reveal that collaboration is maintained through 

active communication between the principals and their senior leadership team 

members in meetings, as well as through electronic means.  

Sub-research question 3a: How do the teachers perceive their principals’ 
leadership practices?  

Similar to the quantitative approach to this study, the opinions of teachers are 

equally important to triangulate the leadership practices claimed to be enacted 

by the principals. In order to answer this question, one teacher and one senior 

leadership team member from each of the six schools were interviewed. The 

findings reveal that the transformational and distributed leadership practices 

of the principals were more visible to the teachers compared to instructional 
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leadership. The analysis reveals that more comments which indicate 

examples of transformational leadership practices of the principals were made 

by the teachers and senior leadership team members respectively, compared 

to instructional leadership. In addition, two teachers and two senior leadership 

team members commented negatively on how their principals enact the 

instructional practices of ‘Framing and communicating goals’, ‘Protecting 

instructional time’ and ‘Maintain high visibility’.  

All senior leadership team members acknowledged that their principals 

distribute and delegate authority to other leadership team members in the 

school. In addition, five of the six principals were recognised by their senior 

leadership team members or teachers as enabling others to carry out 

additional tasks and responsibilities.  

Almost all teachers and senior leadership team members reported that their 

principals share the school’s vision and mission. This was evidenced through 

meetings, in school assemblies, and through incorporating them into the 

school’s anthem. The strong support for this particular transformational 

leadership practice led the author to synthesise it into one of the six core 

leadership practices found to be enacted by principals: that of sharing the 

school’s goals, vision and mission.  

In addition, almost all of the senior leadership team members spoke positively 

about how their principals empower and trust the leadership team in making 

decisions. Again, this is a positive perception of the transformational 

leadership practices of the principals.  

While this sub-research question was intended to gauge responses from the 

senior leadership team members as well as teachers, most of the comments 

came from the senior leadership team members. This trend is similar to the 

one observed in the quantitative phase of this study in which senior leadership 

team members perceived their principals to enact some of the leadership 

practices significantly higher compared to the perceptions of the teachers. One 

possible reason might be that the power distance between the principals and 
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the teachers is greater than that of the senior leadership team members, 

especially in a society that is culturally strongly hierarchical in nature.  

However, the findings suggest that most of the shared leadership activities, 

including instructional, are concentrated within the senior leadership team. For 

example, the study reveals that distributed leadership by the principals was 

enacted mainly through empowering senior leadership team members to carry 

out tasks which are beyond their ordinary roles. The author argues that this is 

not mere task delegation but also leads to capacity building for the senior 

leadership team members. Whilst the analysis also shows examples of how 

the principals empowered teachers to carry out tasks or new initiatives in the 

school, much of the distribution of power remains within the senior leadership 

team.  

Other significant findings emerging from the interviews with the teachers and 

senior leadership team members are the two negative comments about 

principals’ visibility, suggesting that the principals are rarely seen in school. 

The senior leadership team member and the teacher from one of the schools 

both commented negatively on how their principal is quite unsuccessful in 

reaching the school’s targeted goal. Commenting negatively on the principals' 

leadership is quite uncommon in Malaysia, given the strict culture and the 

power distance that exists between a leader and the subordinates.  

Research question Four: To what extent is instructional leadership practiced 
by principals who are deemed high performing?  

Another key aim of this study is to understand how far instructional leadership 

is practiced by the principals who are deemed high performing. Hence, 

Research question Four was designed to examine the extent to which 

instructional leadership practices were claimed to be carried out by the 

principals. Teacher and principal viewpoints were gathered, analysed and 

discussed in the previous chapters. Data from both the quantitative and 

qualitative phases of this study indicate that instructional leadership is enacted 

modestly compared to transformational and distributed leadership.  
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The average responses from the principals to the PIMRS questionnaire 

suggest that they claim to be carrying out instructional leadership practices on 

a frequent basis. However, this claim is not fully supported by their teachers 

who, on average, reported that their principals carry out instructional 

leadership practices only ‘sometimes’. The qualitative phase of this study, 

however, does suggest that instructional leadership practices are carried out 

by the principals, a claim supported by their teachers and senior leadership 

team members. However, instructional leadership appears to be less 

prominent than transformational and distributed leadership practices, as 

perceived by the principals and their teachers.  

Significance of the Research 

The following section addresses the significance of this study. This is 

examined in three respects: contextual, empirical, and theoretical. 

Contextual significance  

In the opening chapter, the author asserted that there is a very limited body of 

knowledge on the leadership practices of principals who are deemed high 

performing, especially in the Malaysian context. The current study expands 

the global knowledge-base on the leadership practices of high performing 

principals by providing indigenous and local knowledge of how these practices 

are enacted in Malaysian schools. This is also the first major study that 

explores the leadership practices of principals who are the recipients of both 

the Excellent Principals and New Deals awards. This research is significant as 

the first major study in Malaysia that identifies how the term ‘high performing’ 

is defined and affixed to the recipients of these two awards. Consequently, 

and importantly, this study further explores the leadership practices enacted 

by these high performing principals. The study is significant in contributing to 

our understanding the leadership practices of principals who are deemed high 

performing, not only within the Malaysian context but also to the wider 

knowledge base in developing countries.  
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The findings also provide significant evidence for the current policymakers 

involved in implementing the latest education reform. Bush (2007) believes 

that school principals are often inundated with advice from politicians, officials, 

academics and consultants on how to lead and manage their schools. 

However, Bush (2007: 393) argues that many of these prescriptions, be it in 

the form of advice or policy directives, “are atheoretical in the sense that they 

are not underpinned by explicit concepts”. In contrast, Malaysian Education 

policies often adopt and advocate policies which are highly theoretical in 

nature, but not always underpinned by empirical evidence, which may be more 

beneficial in practice. Sufean Hussin (2014) believes that Malaysian 

policymakers must look at the research evidence when formulating any 

policies. Hence, the evidence from this study seems likely to fill a significant 

gap and address the compatibility issue arising from adopting an approach 

drawn from theory and application in other contexts. This is particularly evident 

in respect of instructional leadership.  

While policymakers often advocate specific models of leadership, the detailed 

elements of each of the models are not specified enough to be contextualised 

or adopted by the principals. For example, instructional leadership is 

emphasised tirelessly in the policy documents. However, when policymaker 

and practitioners “invoke the term instructional leadership to convey what they 

believe is the preferred form of leadership to drive their improvement efforts 

forward, they have not said anything very meaningful about the leadership 

practices they value” (Leithwood & Sun, 2012: 412). References to distributed 

and transformational leadership are also made albeit not that extensive 

compared to the former. However, what is truly missing is the explicit 

understanding of how each of the elements contained in the leadership models 

could help improve school leadership. Leithwood and Sun (2012: 412) caution 

against the exclusive use of whole leadership models and test the more 

specific practices that have emerged as consequential from recent research 

and reviews of research. Rather they suggest that conceptualisation of school 

leadership should be “practice-specific”, especially in influencing how students 

learn. Hence, this study is significant in drawing out key elements of the 
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leadership practices of principals who are deemed high performing from the 

lenses of three leadership models.  

Empirical significance 

Hallinger and Huber (2012) acknowledge that quantitative and qualitative 

approaches both have clear benefits but add that mixed methods research has 

great potential for educational leadership. Nonetheless, Heck and Hallinger 

(2005) suggest that additional empirical research that utilises alternative 

methodological approaches should be encouraged in order to establish 

numerous perspectives in understanding educational leadership. Therefore, 

another significant aspect of this study lies in its adaptation and application of 

mixed methods in the Malaysian context, but with implications for the wider 

field of educational leadership and management research. This study has 

added significantly to the growing number of educational leadership studies 

which employ a mixed methods approach (notable examples are Day et al., 

2016; Hallinger & Lee, 2012; Harris et al., 2016; Kaparou & Bush, 2016; 

Sammons et al., 2011; Spillane & Hunt, 2010). The mixed methods employed 

in this study also expands the small number of Malaysian studies that utilised 

a similar approach (for example: Aziah & Abdul Ghani, 2014; Ghavifekr et al., 

2014; Harris et al., 2014; Jamelaa & Jainabee, 2011b; Tahir et al., 2017). 

There is a notable absence of local research carried out on high performing 

leadership via this specific methodology in the Malaysian context, hence the 

mixed methods approach adopted in exploring the leadership practices of high 

performing principals in Malaysia is particularly significant.  

In addition, the integration of evidence from the quantitative and qualitative 

methods has enabled this study to add depth and clarity to know about the 

leadership practices of principals who are deemed high performing in 

Malaysia. This depth could not have been achieved if this study had employed 

a single method for understanding the leadership practices of the principals. 

In addition, a single method would inevitably limit the extent of understanding 

arising from the study. For example, without the case study phase, the 
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importance of providing instructional resources, which the PIMRS does not 

consider, would not have been identified. Another example would be the 

leadership practice of ‘Inspire a shared vision’. Results from the quantitative 

phase via the LPI survey indicate that this practice is perceived to be enacted 

highly by both teachers and principals. However, without the qualitative 

interviews, this study would not have been able to identify the ways in which 

vision is shared with the teachers.  

Mixed methods are also useful in providing leadership practices that are 

referenced against the three leadership models. Six distinct leadership 

practices emerged from this study that reflect the leadership practices of 

principals who are deemed high performing. What is distinct and significant 

about this study is the consideration given to all three leadership models. 

Previous mixed methods studies often limit their exploration to one leadership 

model; for example Hallinger and Lee (2012), and Grissom, Loeb, and Master 

(2013). The ongoing 7 System Leadership Study (7SLS) (Harris et al., 2014) 

is the first mixed methods study to identify the leadership practices of 

principals in Malaysia. The present study complements the Harris et al (2014) 

research, but with a specific focus on high performing principals.  

Theoretical significance 

The theories of educational leadership which are applied and adopted in the 

Malaysian education system are based upon those generated in the West 

(Hallinger & Bryant, 2013c; Hallinger & Chen, 2015; Harris et al., 2014; Noman 

et al., 2016). Hallinger and Bryant (2013c: 323) caution against suggesting 

that the Western knowledge-base is irrelevant in Asia. However, they also 

believe that this knowledge-base is limited by the extent to which these 

theories and practices could be fully aligned with the cultural norms and 

structures of Asian countries.  

This study shows that it is feasible to apply leadership practices which are 

based on the educational leadership theories introduced by Western scholars 

into a non-western and highly centralised context. However, an adaptation of 
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these leadership models is required, as some of the elements and properties 

may not fit the Malaysian context. In particular, some of the practices identified 

within each leadership model may be constrained by the context and structure 

of an education system which is highly centralised. For example, the 

distributed leadership practices evident in this study leans towards an 

allocative, rather than an emergent, model. The emergent property of 

distributed leadership, in terms of how teachers and senior leadership team 

members “pool their energies and expertise” (Bennett et al., 2003: 7) on their 

own terms, was much less evident than allocative distributed leadership in this 

study. This evidence is beneficial and significant in exposing the value of 

theory and practice from different cultural perspectives which may challenge, 

or modify the dominant Western educational leadership paradigms.  

Subsequently, this study is significant in applying the distinctiveness of each 

of the leadership theories in a highly centralised context by introducing a model 

of core leadership practices. This study is one of the first empirical studies 

carried out in Malaysia on high performing leadership that sought to 

conceptualise leadership practices from three different leadership theories.  

Leithwood and Sun (2012: 409) believe that the small number of original 

studies and reviews of evidence exploring the effect of leadership practices on 

students’ learning are restricted to the effects of transformational leadership 

and/or instructional leadership. For example, previous studies conducted in 

Malaysia tend to adopt a single perspective (for example Ghavifekr et al., 

2014; Jamelaa & Jainabee, 2011a; Rahimah et al., 2017; Sharifah et al., 2008 

to name a few). As previous local research focuses mainly on leadership 

practices through a single theoretical lens, it restricts the understanding of 

such practices to only one perspective. This study has successfully 

synthesised the leadership practices of the principals, guided by the 

integration of distributed, instructional and transformational models of 

leadership. What is distinct and significant about this study is the consideration 

given to all three leadership models. This is a significant milestone in 

researching leadership practices of principals in Malaysia. This supports the 
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claim by Spillane et al. (2001: 5) that a “conceptual framework for leadership 

practice is likely to yield more insight into the relations between leadership and 

innovation in schools than theories that focus exclusively on organizational 

structures and leadership roles”. Significantly, the empirical findings present a 

strong platform for integrated leadership practice that is based upon multiple 

leadership models.  

Implications 

This section addresses the implications of this study. There are several key 

lessons from this research that could benefit current principals in Malaysia. In 

addition, the implications from this study may be helpful for policymakers.  

Implications for practice 

This sub-section discusses three key implications of this study for 

practitioners.  

Leadership models must be synergised together 

While this chapter has discussed the significance of the research, there are 

also several implications of this study for leadership practice. First, this study 

provides valuable evidence on how principals who are deemed high 

performing carry out leadership practices, including core leadership practices 

enacted by the principals. The evidence from this study shows that it would be 

inappropriate for one specific leadership model to be the focus for Malaysian 

principals. The leadership practices enacted by the principals who are deemed 

high performing in this study represent a combination of many leadership 

models. Importantly, the evidence from this study suggests clues to the 

leadership practices that matter. 

One important implication for current principals is to understand that a focus 

on instructional leadership practices alone, in the belief that it will contribute to 

success for students, and enhanced school performance, is certainly 

insufficient without the presence of transformational and distributed 
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leadership. This highlights the need for Malaysian school principals to view 

leadership practices not through a single theoretical lens, but rather by 

integrating several models to meet the needs of the school. The combination 

of practices adopted by the principals in this study offers current principals 

examples of how leadership practices can be successfully synergised and 

enacted by high performing principals.  

Further, without such specificity of leadership practices that transcends the 

three leadership models, practitioners have little guidance on how they might 

be informed on the exact leadership practices enacted by principals who are 

deemed high performing and more importantly, contextualised in a local 

setting. 

Team work is essential in sustaining school performance, but must be 
expanded to all 

Bush (2014a: 601) posits that “it is difficult to imagine distributed leadership 

working well without the involvement of middle leaders”. Bush, Abbott, Glover, 

Goodall, and Smith (2012: 31) further believe that senior leadership teams are 

“regarded as a vehicle for the implementation of distributed leadership”. 

However, it is important to stress that the distribution of tasks and duties to 

senior leadership team members, especially in a hierarchically-laden 

education system, must go beyond the normative view of task delegation. This 

study has provided evidence that allocative distributed leadership is practiced 

by the principals, hence supporting the notion that principals who are deemed 

high performing distribute leadership among their senior leadership team 

members.  

Harris (2008: 17) claim that while recognition of the importance of the 

involvement of school leaders in teaching and learning process is widely 

accepted, “the reality is that many heads are becoming more and more 

disengaged from classroom practice in their schools because of the weight of 

other demands” especially related to administration. Malaysian schools are 

equipped with a strong contingent of designated senior leadership team 
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members. Sharing the leadership roles, and devolving some of the key 

responsibilities, to the senior leadership team, could ease some of the 

administrative burdens of the principals. The results of this study reinforce the 

belief that senior leadership team members are equally important in school 

decision-making. High performing principals rely on their senior leadership 

team members to provide support for the ongoing academic progress in the 

school.  

Whilst distributed leadership practices are visible between the principals and 

the senior leadership team members, evidence of how the principals in this 

study involve other teachers especially in instructional leadership roles is more 

limited. The close and constant interactions that the principals retain with the 

senior leadership team members in many aspects should be expanded to 

others in the school. Harris et al. (2017) suggest that “broader representation 

of instructional leadership practice” should be extended to others in schools. 

Whilst leadership practices are shared amongst senior leadership members in 

areas such as making school-based decisions, the practice of instructional 

leadership should be made more transparent and shared with other teachers. 

This supports Bush’s (2015b: 487) recommendation that instructional 

leadership needs to be a distributed function, involving senior, middle and 

teachers. Printy et al. (2009: 508) add that “instructional reform has a better 

chance of success when teachers fully participate through roles as site 

coordinators, lead teachers and professional developers”.  

The implication from this study is that leadership practices that promote 

collegiality and team work perhaps are deemed essential for high performing 

principals to sustain the performance of the school. Team work also creates 

trust among the school members. Nonetheless, principals must ensure that 

teamwork generated through their core leadership practices must also reach 

other members of the organisation alongside the senior leadership team 

members. The positive evidence of distributed leadership found in this study 

suggests that greater attention and focus should be given to how distributed 

leadership could flourish in Malaysian schools by current and future principals, 
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as well as the Ministry. Nonetheless, the strength of distributed leadership 

must be capitalised upon by engaging other teachers in sharing instructional 

leadership capacities.  

Implications for policy 

The findings from this study are important in understanding the key leadership 

practices enacted by the principals who are deemed high performing, but also 

in showing that some of the normatively preferred leadership practices are not 

fully enacted by these principals. This study is also useful in providing policy 

implications linked to the MEB. 

Clarity on high performing leadership 

In the opening chapter, the author argued that the concept of ‘high performing 

school leaders’ championed in the MEB lacks clarity and definition. This study 

sought to understand what constitutes ‘high performing leadership practices’ 

as enacted by a group of principals who are deemed high performing. This 

study identifies that, apart from the normatively preferred instructional 

leadership practices, the principals also demonstrate practices associated with 

transformational and distributed leadership. This study’s findings suggest an 

integrated model of core leadership practices which summarise the most 

common and similar practices enacted by the principals who are deemed high 

performing.  

One of the key implications for policymakers, arising from this study, is that 

high performing leadership consists of practices that are informed not only by 

instructional leadership, but also comprise elements that are distributed and 

transformational in nature. It would be helpful for policymakers to examine how 

transformational and distributed leadership could complement instructional 

leadership. While instructional leadership remains the focus for leading 

teaching and learning in schools, a reform that demands high performing 

leadership should also include transformational and distributed leadership. 

These models should not be side-lined in favour of instructional leadership. 
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Policymakers should take into consideration that high performing school 

leadership includes and integrates instructional, transformational and 

distributed leadership models.  

Understanding what limits instructional leadership  

The author agrees with Harris et al. (2017: 18) that “more detailed, fine-grained 

empirical work is necessary to test the findings, particularly concerning role 

tensions and the practical enactment of instructional leadership in a Malaysian 

context”. Instructional leadership is often advocated in Malaysian policy 

documents. However, evidence from the qualitative phase of this study 

suggests that the principals quite often have to leave the school to attend 

official matters organised at various ministerial levels. In addition, the PIMRS 

survey suggests that principals and teachers agree that ‘Maintain high 

visibility’ was the least enacted instructional leadership practice. Such 

evidence strongly suggests that the number of times that principals have been 

away from the school has reduced the amount of time available for principals 

to carry out instructional practices sufficiently.  

Previous research also indicates that principals spend too much time away 

from school, leaving the supposedly core instructional leadership duties to 

senior leadership team members (for example Azlin, 2008; Muhamad Latip, 

2007; Murni et al., 2016; Nor, Rahman, Nor, Talha, & Razak, 2016; Sharifah 

et al., 2008). If principals are not visible, and often away from schools to attend 

meetings called by Ministry officials, this may be at the expense of effective 

school leadership. Wahlstrom and Louis (2008) maintain that, when principals 

increase their visibility, especially in matters related to classroom practice, 

there are clear benefits, such as improved instruction, improved teacher self-

efficacy, and improved teacher attitudes toward professional development. 

Researchers also believe that maintaining high visibility creates opportunities 

for high quality interactions between staff and students to happen consistently 

(Hallinger, 2003; Leithwood, 2010; Waters, Marzano, & McNulty, 2003). 
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However, the findings of this study show that principals are inhibited in fulfilling 

their instructional duties because they feel obliged to attend many meetings 

and other official events organised by the Ministry of Education. Due to the 

“large power distance that… creates respect for authority” (Hallinger, 2010c: 

413), principals in Malaysia adhere to any calls for meetings, seminars or any 

other matters that are organised by different departments within the Ministry 

of Education. This creates a paradox in that principals are not able to fully 

engage in the prescribed practices of instructional leadership due to external 

events which they are required to attend.  

The implication of this finding is that it is important to enable instructional 

leadership practices to be practiced by principals without unnecessary 

distractions from the administrators or policymakers. Leithwood et al. (2004) 

believe that two-way accountability between school leaders, and those from 

different levels of the organisation (in the case of this study: the many levels 

and departments within the Ministry of Education), is important and must be 

emphasised. Hence, while principals are accountable for implementing the 

policy regarding instructional practices; the district, state and ministry, in 

return, are also accountable for the “inputs and needs of the principals” 

(Leithwood et al., 2004: 29).  

Limitations 

As with other research, this study has several limitations. Firstly, it focused 

exclusively on the leadership practices of principals who are deemed high 

performing in selected Malaysian secondary schools. The sampled schools 

are advantaged when compared to the majority of schools in Malaysia. This 

includes a favourable student intake and substantial extra funding awarded by 

the Ministry of Education. This means that the findings cannot be generalised 

to the wider population of Malaysian schools.  

This study agrees with Muijs (2011: 56) who maintains that longitudinal studies 

of school leadership are rare. While the findings are important for policymakers 

and practitioners, this research relied largely upon a cross-sectional mix of 
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surveys and interviews, and a single engagement with case study contexts. 

Deeper insights would have been possible with a longitudinal study, utilising 

observations, recurring interviews, and surveys, to track changes in leadership 

practices over a significant period of time.  

Recommendations for Future Research 

This study has identified leadership practices enacted by principals who are 

deemed high performing. The identification of these practices could be a 

starting point for future studies that would adopt a similar focus and goals, to 

understand principals’ leadership practices. The core leadership practices 

identified in this study hold promise for the purpose of benchmarking. Because 

this study was carried out in the light of the MEB, future studies might able to 

assess whether the leadership practices of the principals change over time by 

referencing this study as a potential benchmark.  

Leadership research is often concentrated in secondary schools (Abbott & 

Bush, 2013). Hence, another potential study could expand the research to 

examine the leadership practices of Excellent Principals, and recipients of the 

New Deals award, in primary schools. It would also be valuable to conduct a 

study to compare the leadership practices of principals who are deemed high 

performing and working in high performing schools, with peers serving in 

schools facing challenging circumstances. This may be useful in establishing 

whether the core leadership practices enacted by the high performing 

principals also apply in other settings. If not, this may provide an explanation 

for the differential outcomes of these schools.  

This mixed methods study only measures the presence, and frequency, of how 

instructional, transformational and distributed leadership are carried out by the 

principals. Future research could be carried out to identify any links between 

those practices and teachers’ organisational commitment and efficacy. In 

addition, the adoption of the LPI and PIMRS is considered beneficial in 

exploring how high performing principals enact specific leadership practices. 

Significantly, it paves the way for future research to adopt the two surveys in 
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order to understand and compare the leadership practices of principals from 

multiple leadership models.  

Overview 

Hallinger (2003) argues that normative leadership conceptions of what is most 

suitable or correct must be supported with evidence. This study has 

successfully identified the core leadership practices of high performing leaders 

in Malaysian secondary schools. The research shows that the leadership 

practices of the principals who are deemed high performing closely match the 

features of distributed and transformational leadership but that there is 

moderate evidence for instructional leadership practices.  

As noted earlier, there is no clear definition of high performing leadership in 

the MEB. The empirical evidence, drawn from multiple data sets, enabled the 

author to develop and synthesise a model of core leadership practices claimed 

to be performed by the principals, and supported to some extent by their 

teachers, thus addressing a gap in understanding as to what is meant by high 

performing leadership in Malaysia. While the author acknowledges the 

limitations of the sample size, inevitable within the constraints of a doctoral 

study, the key findings are helpful for practitioners and policymakers in 

understanding the successful leadership practices of high performing 

Malaysian principals. 

The three leadership models that dominated the literature and research on 

school leadership were examined in this study. However, results of the study 

indicate that no single set of leadership practices can be discerned to be 

effective to the exclusion of the others. This study agrees that, when compared 

to transformational and distributed leadership, principals who are deemed high 

performing in this study show modest enactment of instructional leadership. 

Nonetheless, while it is acknowledged that the centralised and highly 

hierarchical nature of the Malaysian education system could limit the 

enactment of instructional leadership, this study significantly shows that 

instructional leadership is highly evident in the practices if it is strategically 
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combined with other leadership models. Hence, the reliance on instructional 

leadership alone, especially in the Malaysian education context, might not be 

viable; the combination of other leadership approaches as highlighted in 

Figure 7.1 in the previous chapter significantly shows that instructional 

leadership could be enacted consistently.  

The core leadership practices identified and presented in Figure 7.1 is useful 

as they provide a conceptual and practical guide to current and future 

principals. The author believes that once principals have access to that 

knowledge-base of key leadership practices that are important and effective, 

they will know what the focus of their leadership efforts needs to be to improve 

and sustain the performance of their school. 
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