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Abstract

Despite widespread and long-standing commitment to the notion of leadership across the teaching
profession, it is unusual for the theory and practice of leadership to be taught as a subject in edu-
cation. This study examined what factors the participants believed influenced their school man-
agement approach and how they defined their current leadership styles. This paper offers theo-
retically informed models of leadership which encompasses different purposes (assessment of self
and the school system). Finding out the leadership styles of the principals helps them find ways to
understand complex educational issues. Available literature points to the realization that there
have been few studies that explore principals’ perceptions of the factors underpinning their suc-
cesses and achievements. A qualitative research project was undertaken in Cyprus by using in-
depth interviews. Data were collected from interviews. Journal entries were also analyzed for the
benefit of the study. Microanalysis was used to analyze the data and cross case analysis was used
to look for similarities and differences between the cases. Analysis was informed by movement
between theoretical dimensions and emerging themes from participants’ discussions of their lea-
dership experiences. This research has shown that the participants had similar goals with regard
to their school management yet implemented it in different ways. This study illustrates implica-
tions for future research on the factors influencing school management.
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1. Introduction

We have always had leadership, even if we did not call it that. Like everything else, schools and their leadership
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challenges have been changing rapidly in recent years, and educators and school principals have been running
hard to keep up. Leadership is an ancient term which was found in recorded discussions in early Greek writings
such as Socrates, Aristotle and Plato. They had had theoretical debates about the one and the many. This was the
basic question of leadership: how do we interface with others? This paper draws together multiple interpreta-
tions and uses of leadership styles and critical reflection from the broad fields of education and professional de-
velopment to develop a more defined language and theory base.

Research on school leadership and principals increasingly suggests that effective management of schools is
reliant on the personal mastery. The description of personal mastery that has attained the highest level of visibil-
ity over the years is that by [1]-[4] who call it “personal vision”, the results you most desire and the person you
want to be [1]. It is very important for the principals to see the current reality clearly. It is a prerequisite which is
as important as developing a clear vision [1]. Personal Mastery is one of the five learning disciplines first prom-
ulgated by Peter Senge who popularized the term-learning organization, in his 1990 ground-breaking book, The
Fifth Discipline. Knowing where you are in your career or your priorities and objectives is major indicators of
your success and behaviour as they form the framework for personal mastery. Recent theoretical work has also
sought to increase the clarity concerning the key contributors to personal mastery [5]. As discussed by [5] that
personal values (which direct personal commitment to development); motivation (a person with high personal
mastery would be self-motivated); individual learning; personal vision; and finally development and training are
the essential components of personal mastery. Blackman and Henderson’s case studies add support to motiva-
tion being critical to personal mastery [6]. Finally, [5] argues that human resource policy also plays a role in fa-
cilitating personal mastery with most organizations focusing on professional rather than personal development.

The personal mastery literature shows the numerous positive effects of it on educational leadership. With re-
gards to leadership generally, Senge suggests, “the core of leadership strategy is simple: be a model. Commit
yourself to your own personal mastery” [1]. Personal mastery has been studied most frequently in the context of
personal growth. It was claimed that “the real power centers within an organization were the interpersonal rela-
tionships that developed among working groups” [7].

Today, scholars in the field of leadership [1] [8]-[14] have advocated the importance of knowing oneself and
the commitment to lifelong learning as an essential element in the discipline of leadership. Self-awareness is “an
emerging process where one continually comes to understand his or her unique talents, strengths, sense of pur-
pose, core values, beliefs and desires” [15].

Personal mastery equals to self-awareness. It’s “the discipline of personal growth and learning” says Senge,
but it entails more than just learning new skills. It’s “the discipline of personal growth and learning”, says Senge,
but it entails more than just learning new skills. With personal mastery, personal purpose and vision come
first—it starts by clarifying what really matters most to us. At this point, a broader link between personal mas-
tery and critical reflection needs to be made to turn the mirrors inwards. Personal mastery involves, as Senge
says, a “commitment to truth—a relentless willingness to uncover the ways we limit and deceive ourselves”. [16]
defined “reflection” as thinking about what we were thinking, acting upon rather than reaction to a stimulus. [17]
argued that “Reflection is a way of helping practitioners to better understand what they know and do as they de-
velop their knowledge of practice through reconsidering what they learn in practice”. Reflection is a crucial
component of reviewing one’s practice and “taking time to step back and to ponder the meaning of what has
happened, the impact of it and the direction one is taking” [18]. As a systematic and purposeful methodology for
examining ones’ own practice, reflection makes it possible to understand and resolve conflicting situations and
expectations through inquiry [19] [20]. There is a close relationship between critical reflection and personal
mastery because both support the idea that understanding the self is crucial for the transformation to self-direc-
tion progresses. [21] argues that critical reflection is held as a way of examining our own subjective thoughts
about who we are. A social theory perspective of critical reflection is that it allows us to examine the uniqueness
of our individual positionality within social systems [22] [23]. This could mean looking at how we align our-
selves with particular identities (mother, father, doctor, nurse, patient, etc.) or how these identities encourage us
to act in certain ways. Reflective knowing reflects on established professional steretypes or practices. [24] states
that “Critical reflective knowing is neither behavioural nor technical, not truth establishing nor captured by a
discipline. It critiques all other forms of knowledge, and in so doing, it moves beyond merely reproducing what
is” (p. 42).

In the context of education, critical thinking has been perceived as a way of improving professional practice
rather than simply recreating professional knowledge [25]. Similar to the critical thinking, personal mastery
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concerns issues of how self actualisation is created and how it is directed towards political and ethical goals.

As this study discusses the school management approach of two primary school principals, it will note evi-
dence of leadership styles—we no longer believe that one administrator can serve as the instructional leader for
an entire school without the substantial participation of other educators [26]-[31]. The old model of formal, one-
person leadership is no longer effective in school settings. For a sustainable school improvement principals have
to meet the fundamental challenge of providing quality learning for all students. In this vein, leadership, which
can be named as cooperative leadership, has to be the professional work of everyone in the school. This kind of
leadership has four dimensions which can be summarized as follows.

1) Mutual participation: All leaders in the school settings have some types of power and they desire to see
lives transformed. The comparison between power and participation actually shows the numerous positive ef-
fects of cooperative leadership compared to the numerous negative effects associated with power. The need to
do away with power distribution in the management of schools has to be seriously considered by principals. Not
only principals but also teachers and students assist in ensuring that taking responsibility for making good deci-
sions and why those decisions are in their beat interest. It is important for principals to have at least the follow-
ing personal values and skills, which will enable them to encourage and foster active participation: humility, the
ability to relinquish the role of the expert, an awareness of their position of power and the ability to value other
participants’ role in the school setting.

2) Shared vision and mission: [32] argues that determining the clarity of vision and mission in an organization
is important in order to prevent the lack of performance of the organization itself. Clear vision and mission are
the key elements of high-performing organizations and teams. A vision states what the organization aspires to be
or become in the future. It identifies what the leadership deeply cares about and what the organization looks like
when the vision is achieved. How the organization is going to operate in order to fulfill the vision is the mission
which is the roadmap that guides us as we travel there.

3) Reflective practice: Strategic thinking and reflection is a crucial aspect of leadership in schools. At primary
level, school leaders are much more involved in the day-to-day running of the school. So, how can primary
school principals effectively bring more strategic and reflective thinking into their already busy schedules? Ref-
lection does not have to be solitary.

But it does need to be focused on school improvement, whether that’s on raising standards, improving the
wellbeing of staff or other areas you may wish to develop.

4) Inquiry based learning and teaching: Inquiry-based learning is an approach to teaching and learning that
places students’ questions, ideas and observations at the centre of the learning experience. Inquiry actually starts
with a leader or principal in schools as they engage learners and teachers with the foundational belief that learn-
ing is a life long journey and many things are being waited to be explored.

It can be concluded from the above discussion that there are four salient dimensions of leadership in educa-
tional contexts. Literature has identified and described many definitions and approaches to leadership. A new
concept or term can be added to the literature to fulfill the demands of today’s concept of leadership. The posi-
tion gives the principal or the leader the ultimate authority in making behaviour guidelines and deciding on con-
sequences and rewards.

The choice of sharing the responsibility is the essence of the new term—cooperative leadership. Since the
above mentioned qualifications of a leader can play an important role in managing schools, it is important to
understand the power of cooperation. Through this new approach, the principal or the leader is expected to
create a positive relationship among both the staff and the students. This model of leadership upholds the im-
portance of considering the emotional and individual needs of the staff. It also highlights collaboration and co-
operation within the school or institution. Leadership or managing a school is a long journey and during the
journey the leader or the manager is required to have a rest at certain stops to update or refresh him/her. In other
words, s/he should reflect critically on himself/herself. With the constant emphasis on cooperation as being a
critical component to the success of principals, there is still a need for further study to negotiate and define
school management.

2. Methodology

The focus of this qualitative study is to examine experienced primary school principals’ reflections on effective
school management. The study aims to use the qualitative constructivist theoretical perspective to examine
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“what the participants’ reported perceptions, truths, explanations, beliefs, and worldview are” [33]. The partici-
pants of the study which will be mentioned by their nicknames were selected through purposeful sampling to
show the reflections of two exemplary primary school principals. They were selected because their colleagues
and students had described Mary and John as being effective principals. They selected purposeful sampling [33]
to show the reflections of two exemplary English teachers. They both started to manage schools 15 years ago
and both have worked for the ministry of education in Cyprus for a longtime. Both of them openly talk about
their views of school management. John, a Cypriot male with 15 years of management experience, manages a
traditional primary school that belongs to the state which has 100 students from different parts of the island. His
school is in one of the poor rural areas of the island. Mary, a Cypriot female with 10 years of management expe-
rience, manages a traditional primary school that belongs to the state which has 80 students from different parts
of the island in urban setting.

This study addresses the following research questions: (a) explain your management philosophy that guides
your management style in your role as principal and (b) can you provide critical incidents that illustrate your
espoused management philosophy? In addressing these questions, | examined the themes that arose as principals
described their beliefs about school management and their current school management approach.

3. Data Collection and Analysis

Data collected for this study included interviews and informal conversations. Two primary school principals
from the ministry of education in Cyprus participated in the study. Interview question items were designed in
such a way that they gave room for fur their probing and prompting. All interview proceedings were planned to
be audio taped and later transcribed by the researcher. The questions in the interview form; explain your man-
agement philosophy that guides your management style in your role as principal, can you provide critical inci-
dents that illustrate your espoused management philosophy?, tell me about the school management skills that
you currently implement in your schools? How do you feel about your school management abilities? Which
personality traits that you possess do you believe will contribute to your success with certain school manage-
ment practices? And why? Can you describe your school management approach? What factors influence your
school management practices in order to determine the underlying causes of the participants’ answers, interview
questions are arranged during the 70 minutes interviews? Every opinion expressed by the participants is dis-
cussed in detail. To probe deeper into the main research questions, the participants were also given the opportu-
nity to discuss the following sub-questions: How do you deal with discipline problems? Do you think you im-
proved yourself in your profession? A healthy environment based on trust and empathy was tried to be created
by the researcher in order for participants to express their opinion freely and reflect their feelings comfortably.
Participants were informed that their personal and professional information would be kept secret, their ideas and
suggestions would be used by giving a nickname to create a positive researcher participant relationship.

The findings of this study are the results of the cross-case analysis. According to [34] cross-case analysis is a
research method that facilitates the comparison of commonalities and difference in the events, activities, and
processes that are the units of analyses in case studies. (See Table 1) The findings in this study are the result of
the crosscase analysis. The teachers’ reflective discourse via interview transcripts were used to explore the par-
ticipants’” view of their school management practice. In this study, qualitative research reliability was used for
the purpose of generating understanding of the value of principals’ responsibilities and reflective practice in
school management. Validity was established by utilising quality, rigour and trustworthiness, for the purpose of
establishing confidence in the findings [35]. Credibility of the study was enhanced by using a case analysis. [36]
argues that credibility was done “... by using one or more of the following strategies: prolonged engagement,
persistent observation, triangulation, peer debriefing, negative case analysis and/or member checking”. Confir-
mability, on the other hand, involves “... the use of written field notes, memos, a field diary, process and per-
sonal notes, and a reflexive journal [36]”.

With the help of micro analysis participants’ words from the interview transcripts and journal entries were
coded for initial categories to emerge and be defined [37]. Categories and subcategories were reviewed to search
for internal and external homogeneity among the categories. Themes that emerged related to factors influencing
school management were mutual participation, shared vision and mission, reflective practice, and inquiry based
learning and teaching. Shared responsibilities, having positive relationships, emotional and individual needs of
the staff are the definitions of participants regarding their school management approach.
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Table 1. Cross-case analysis themes for Mary and John.

Factors influencing school management
Factor Types
Mutual Participation Cooperation

Shared Vision and Mission Seeing Personnel as Individuals
Reflective Practice Establishing a Comfortable Environment

Inquiry Based Learning and Teaching Authority

Defining Their School Management Approach

Cooperative Leadership Examples
Shared Responsibility John focused on small groups to dedicate the jobs
Having Positive Relationships Marry considered personal issues

Emotional and individual needs of the staff John gave importance to staff development

4. Findings

The findings of the study focused specifically on the principals™ belief about personal mastery and their leader-
ship approach to managing their schools. In this study, qualitative data analysis involved breaking the informa-
tion into manageable themes, patterns, trends, and relationships [38]. This section is organized according to the
research questions guiding this study: (a) what factors influence their school management practices? and (b) how
do these principals describe their school management approach? Participants noted two factors that influenced
their school management approach—the leadership types of them and being a reflective practitioner as a prin-
cipal. The following section will discuss how these two themes influenced participants™ school management.
The two paradigms which influence principals® school management are their personal mastery and leadership
styles.

4.1. Personal Mastery

As noted above personal mastery is the personal vision that directly impacted teachers, students, and their learn-
ing. These visions were ones that John and Mary imposed on themselves and believed were crucial to being an
effective principal and managing their schools. When reflecting on their school management, John and Mary
examined issues related to their leadership styles and how it influenced teachers, students and their learning. In
discussing these issues, four categories emerged: 1) mutual participation; 2) shared vision and mission; 3) ref-
lective practice; 4) inquiry based learning and teaching.

4.2. Mutual Participation

Mutual participation in schools can be developed as part of strategies providing assistance for teachers, students,
and principals. This kind of participation can also be used to provide support for innovation and professional
development. Of course such participation offers a useful strategy for enhancing staff involvement with a school.
Both principals were aware of the different backgrounds and the needs of their staff. Mary noted: “my staff dif-
fer in ability, maturity, motivation, commitment, etc. They are different from me”. Both John and Mary used
their understanding of their staff to determine how they organize and implement their schools. Mary wanted to
provide her staff opportunities to talk and collaborate with their colleagues. She says “I try to understand my
staff, deal with their problems, | mean, they have opportunities to share their ideas, feelings etc.” Mary placed a
lot of value on giving her staff a forum to express their opinions and feelings. When she talked with them, Mary
would ,.try to have dialogue that indicated to them that they are welcome to express their opinions and even if |
disagree with them, it’s okay for them to have a belief that’s different from mine”. Mary organized her school to
reduce opportunities for the staff to be excluded. In addition, she provided time for the staff to receive one-to-
one support from her and enhance staff motivation and engagement in the school. Likewise, John had a strong
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understanding of personal vision and how staff reacts to certain decisions. John stated: “due to my experience in
the teaching profession, | know what steps and strategies the principals are going to struggle with and so | am
able to solve the problems before they occur”. John tried to identify the problems that he thought might be con-
fusing to the staff. Both Mary and John combated school management issues by using their experience. They
believe that equality is the key term in leadership. Mary, as well as John made a point of distributing equal re-
sponsibilities to each staff and make them use this responsibility to guide an inviting school environment. By
creating a comfortable school environment they were able to make their staff feel safe and relaxed. Mary stated:
[the most important thing is] having an environment, you know, where my staff is relaxed and comfortable,
success comes after. We are like a family. | am like their big sister. Everyone is equal. | usually dedicate a per-
son for a job. In order for principals to be viewed as authority figures, John and Mary believed they needed to
use certain strategies to relay their position to the staff. Mary says; [At the beginning of the semester] we have a
meeting and we discuss the issues from A to Z. Everyone knows that we are professionals. No one takes what |
say personal. The big thing about management or leadership is having the ability to say ,,no”. The goal of my
management approach is to avoid public confrontation. | prefer one-to-one conversations. If | were one of them,
I would prefer that way.

4.3. Shared Vision and Mission

John, like Mary believed in showing the staff that he has a vision in and outside of school and that he wanted to
share it with his staff. He cares about the staff and the students. By making this explicit to their staff and the
students, John and Mary attempted to help them focus on creating a school vision and mission. To further aid in
staff’s enjoyment of their school and create positive interactions, both participants readily used humour in their
schools. They believed that dealing with the problems of the staff allowed them to appreciate the “human” side
of the principal.

4.4. Reflective Practice

Many researchers have investigated the benefits of reflective thinking and reflective practice for school adminis-
trators [39]-[44]. The explanation of school administrators™ failure or success in managing intentional changes
in their schools depends on their way of thinking. Therefore the first thing to do in a school in order to change
the attitudes and behaviours of administrators and other educators is to change their way of thinking [45]. Al-
though there is a Teacher Training Head Office under the Ministry of National Education there is not a unit for
training school administrators. Therefore on-the-job learning is very crucial for school administrators. Reflective
practice was also conceptualized as a professional development and problem solving strategy [46], therefore
reflection is very critical in the teaching, leadership and learning processes of educators [16] [44] [47]. Both
Mary and John constantly tried to pay attention to their personal relationships, interpersonal issues, and contex-
tual factors influencing what is said or done. John stated: “I frequently think about what | say or do. | try to em-
pathize my colleagues”.

4.5. Inquiry Based Learning and Teaching

[47] calls for school leaders to be actively involved as leading learners. They argue that the more leadership is
focused on the core business of teaching and learning, the greater its impact. [48] argues that a necessary condi-
tion for school leaders’ success in the future will be their capacity to improve the quality of instructional practice,
a position that places inquiry into the impact of teaching on learning at the centre of their professional develop-
ment. [47] also calls for school leaders to be actively involved as leading learners. They argue that the more
leadership is focused on the core business of teaching and learning, the greater its impact. Both John and Mary
did not view inquiry based learning and teaching as unimportant or unnecessary. Mary stated: “Learning is a li-
felong process. | can learn from anyone, even from a worker who is not educated”.

4.6. Leadership Styles

The central concern in this paper—educational leadership—has been studied most frequently in the context of
school management. Both Mary and John stated that experience is the key point in leadership. This is explained
by John as: When | took over ten years ago, | was trying to gain the status of an “autonomous leader”. I did look
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into areas that require improvements to meet the criteria of becoming an “autonomous” leader. For four years, |
pursue a collective effort, | mean, the school is not only mine, it’s ours. It belongs to us. Mary, like John, be-
lieved in the importance of experience. Her school management approach is based on sharing and democracy.
She noted: The big thing about school management in terms of the responsibility component is staff participa-
tion. Everyone is in charge of something. | leave no one out. If everyone is dealing with something, they will
have no time to criticize. The idea of authority is connected with the job, | believe. Whoever knows what s/he is
doing, is in authority.

5. Conclusion

Mary and John realized that their interactions with the staff through their school management approach greatly
impacted their behaviour. They created a collaborative school environment where everyone was treated demo-
cratically and equal. While their approaches differed, they both identified their approaches as being successful.
Both also noted the drawback of being identified as an effective principal by their attitude towards their staff.
Being equal and democratic helps them to ensure unity in school. Although John only slightly used elements of
a collective attitude in most of his career, he realized the importance of it later on in his career. Both he and
Mary were able to appropriately navigate the continuum of school management approaches.

6. Implications

Successfully managing a school is crucial to the success of both students and teachers. In leadership, it is also
crucial to the understanding of processes and skills need for the implementation of effective school management
approaches (e.g. cooperative leadership). Research on principals’ beliefs and practices in leadership will help
them determine what experiences and knowledge included in the school management and professional devel-
opment will best facilitate principals’ development of school management skills. Further research on the influ-
ences of personal mastery of principals, such as 1) mutual participation; 2) shared vision and mission; 3) reflec-
tive practice; 4) inquiry based learning and teaching noted in this study, can provide an understanding of how
school principals are supported in effectively managing their schools. The results of this study would be of value
to teacher educators and school principals for they illustrate the need for staff support. Findings from this study
also provide insight for school principals on a new kind of management skill, as it is named as cooperative lea-
dership. It suggests the need for more staff participation in order to continue to examine links between manage-
ment style and personality traits of the principals.
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