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Abstract 
This study is a continuation of the contemporary literature review undertaken 
by Harris et al. (2019) on the development of studies conducted in the context 
of middle leaders in the school. The previous review conducted by Harris et al. 
(2019) setting only the database of EBSCOHOST, SCOPUS and Web of Science 
(WoS), it is expected to have the potential of research and articles related to 
school middle leaders are published in other journals in the context of Malay-
sian education. Hence, the purpose of this study is to further explore and iden-
tify empirical articles related to the school middle leaders in Malaysia from 
2010 until 2019. This contemporary literature review is adapting a bibliome-
tric approach and thematic analysis. The study has resulted in a search of 29 
articles related to middle leaders in the context of Malaysian education com-
pared to only one cited by previous researchers. 
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1. Introduction 

The role of school middle leader is gaining attention, especially from researchers 
in the field of leadership. There are various leadership models involving middle 
leaders such as instructional leadership, distribution leadership, teacher leader-
ship and school leadership that are being globally explored (Gumus et al., 2018; 
Tian, Risku, & Colin, 2016; Wenner & Campbell, 2017). Even in the Malaysian 
Education Development Plan (PPPM), 2013-2015 leadership contexts involving 
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middle leaders have begun to be taken seriously by the Ministry of Education 
Malaysia (MOE, 2013). Middle leaders not only carry out administrative tasks as 
directed by school leaders, but they are also directly involved in teaching and 
learning in the classroom just like other teachers. Thus, the presence of middle 
leaders in the school leadership line should be taken seriously in addition to the 
tendency for past studies which only focus solely on their functions and roles in 
the school (Bennett et al., 2003). 

Harris et al. (2019) argued that previous research trends are less focused on a 
variety of research areas involving middle leaders other than their roles and re-
sponsibilities. Studies of middle leaders should be conducted in a broader scope 
and context (Gumus et al., 2018). Therefore, this study was a continuation of the 
literature review undertaken by Harris et al. (2019) on the development of stu-
dies conducted in the context of the middle leaders in the school. However, this 
review will focus on the highlights of studies conducted in Malaysia alone that 
have not been explored by Harris et al. (2019). This study adopted a bibliometric 
literature review approach from 2010 to 2019. 

Problem Statement 
Using a bibliometric method approach, Harris et al. (2019) found a significant 

gap in the number of studies related to the school middle leaders between 2003 
and 2017. The Asian region showed a positive trend when registering an increased 
number of articles published from 7% to 34% compared to Europe, Oceania, Mid-
dle East and North America. Although this enhancement was very good, there is 
a significant gap between Asian countries when conducting studies on school 
middle leaders. There is only one article which was listed from Malaysia as com-
pared to other Asian countries such as Hong Kong and Singapore (Harris et al., 
2019). The only article listed in the study of Harris et al. (2019) discussing the 
qualitative studies of middle leaders at an international school located in Johor. 
Hence, it is necessary to highlight in-depth studies with a broader scope of school 
middle leaders in the context of education in Malaysia. 

The middle leaders’ leadership in Malaysia should also start to make a positive 
impact since the MOE began focusing on capacity building of middle leaders in 
the Education Development Master Plan (PIPP) launched in 2006 and ending in 
2010 (MOE, 2013). The professionalism development agenda of the middle leaders 
in Malaysia continued in PPPM 2013-2025, where the ministry’s work shifted 
from top-down to bottom-up which notice the direct involvement of schools’ 
middle leaders in leadership at the school level. Since the previous study con-
ducted by Harris et al. (2019) based only on databases from EBSCOHOST, 
SCOPUS and Web of Science (WoS), it is expected that there will be more stu-
dies and articles related to middle leaders in Malaysia which have published in 
other journals including master and doctoral thesis reports. Thus, the purpose of 
this contemporary literature review is to identify scientific studies of middle leaders 
that have not been explored by Harris et al. (2019) in the context of education in 
Malaysia. 
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Research Objectives 
This contemporary literature review aims to explore and identify studies re-

lated to school middle leaders conducted in Malaysia that have not been explored 
by Harris et al. (2019). Specifically, the focus of the study was during the last 
decade between 2010 and 2019, post-PIPP 2006-2010 and PPPM era 2013-2025, 
which are two of the major educational plans in the Malaysian education system 
(MOE, 2013). The main purpose of this study was to identify studies of middle 
leaders by using adapted bibliometric and thematic analysis. Besides, the find-
ings of this study can also provide information on the location, methodology 
and purpose of the listed studies that can serve as a guide for future researchers 
in the field of educational leadership and management. The research questions 
that guide this contemporary highlights are as follows: 

1) To what extent have studies of school middle leaders been empirically con-
ducted since 2010 in the context of Malaysian education? 

2) What is the tendency of field study in middle leaders in Malaysian educa-
tion context? 

Based on the contemporary study survey carried out by Harris et al. (2019); 
there are several limitations found that may curb the search for articles related to 
middle leadership in Malaysia. These include the establishment that only Eng-
lish-language articles listed in the EBSCOHOST, SCOPUS and Web of Science 
(WoS) databases are the main criteria (Harris et al., 2019). Therefore, the search 
for articles in other languages should also be considered (Hallinger & Cheng, 
2015). Thus, to explore the knowledge of the school middle leaders in Malaysia, 
the researchers set Malay language as an additional criterion of search related ar-
ticles as well as English. Besides, local databases such as MyJurnal by the Malay-
sian Citation Center (MCC), Malaysian Theses Online (MyTO) and Google 
Scholar are listed as databases for article searches other than SCOPUS and Web 
of Science (WoS).  

Harris et al. (2019) also found that studies and evidence on the relationship 
between middle leaders to organizational change and student learning are still 
limited. Therefore, through this contemporary highlight, several articles are listed 
through modified search settings based on the study by Harris et al. (2019) aimed 
at exploring the empirical studies that have been carried out on middle leaders 
in Malaysia between 2010 and 2019. 

The Importance of Empirical Studies among Middle Leaders in Malaysia  
Middle leaders are potential school leaders who can replace existing leader-

ship (Fusarelli, Fusarelli, & Riddick, 2018; Peter-Hawkins, Reed, & Kingsberry, 
2018; Rohana, Marthada, & Halimah, 2018). Studies in High Performing School 
(SBT) in Malaysia support the fact that middle leaders are the most qualified 
group to replace school principals and headmasters when the appropriate train-
ing provided (MohdIzham & Shuhaida, 2017). As middle leaders are the leaders 
of teachers, they are also involved in the instructional leadership in schools. 
Schools need to be led by leaders who prioritize instructional leadership as there 
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is evidence that there is a link between teachers’ efficacy and instructional lea-
dership (Abdul Ghani, Ekerim & Ying-Leh Ling, 2019). 

In the context of education in Malaysia, principals and headmasters determine 
the success and effectiveness of a school (Mohd Ibrahim, Mohammed Sani, & 
Rosemawati, 2015; Mohd Yusri & Aziz, 2014; Jamelaa, 2012; Hallinger, 2011). 
However, principals and headmasters bound by the overall management com-
mitment of the school institution; hence resulting in a school governance scena-
rio in Malaysia that is more administrative than instructional (OECD Talis, 2009). 
Inspection report by The Education Inspectors and Quality Assurance of Malay-
sia (JNJK) shows that the quality of instructional leadership of principals and 
teachers in Malaysia is at an average level of 67.79% (JNJK, 2009). The same re-
port states that 35% of teachers in Malaysia are unsure of the ability of principals 
and headmasters as a source of reference on current policies and strategies for 
teaching. This gives a new dimension of opportunities to the middle leaders in 
Malaysia to fill the gaps in existing instructional leadership by principals and 
headmasters.  

2. Methodology 

This contemporary literature review adapts bibliometric methods and thematic 
analysis. A bibliometric is an approach in which researchers can make literature 
review by referring to the summary of studies, focused keywords and the refer-
ences (Gumus et al., 2018). Previous researchers use the information on the au-
thors, info on journals, countries of origin, institutions involved and as a com-
parison method in this bibliometric approach (Gumus et al., 2018; Harris et al., 
2019). The information obtained by the bibliometric approach is fundamental 
and is used as a general review of the middle leaders. Hence, the thematic analy-
sis was made to secure the deeper and detailed information about the articles 
listed (Gumus et al., 2018). The matters considered in this thematic analysis in-
clude geographic information, methodology, the focus of the study, findings as 
well as the study context. 

The objective of this contemporary literature review is to explore the articles 
related to middle leaders in the context of education in Malaysia that have not 
been explored in the previous reviewed by Harris et al. (2019). Several settings 
were outlined in this bibliometric approach and the thematic analysis. The 
settings include the selection of databases, keyword selection, setting of search cri-
teria, article selection and analysis. Researchers set articles in Malay and Eng-
lish that are listed in SCOPUS, Web of Science (WoS), MyJurnal, Malaysian. 
Theses Online (MyTO) and Google Scholar as the database for article search. 
Articles published between 2010 and 2019 have been identified to be explored 
as complementary to the study by Harris et al. (2019). The following are the 
steps taken by the authors through the bibliometric approach and analytical 
analysis in conducting this contemporary literature review as shown in Table 1 
below. 
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Table 1. The steps taken in conducting contemporary literature review using bibliometric 
apprach. 

Steps What to do Quality Setting 

1 
Selection of article database (SCOPUS,  
WoS, MyJurnal, MyTO and Google  
Scholar) 

A total of 3 researchers made the decision on 
resources selection 

2 
Keyword selection related to the middle  
leaders in Malaysia’s educational context 

List all possible positions involving leaders 

3 Setting the search criteria 
Adapting bibliometric approach by Harris et al. 
(2019) 

4 Selection and downloading the article 
Selection of articles based on the consent of all 
researchers 

5 
Article analysis based on a designated  
theme 

The first 5 articles were jointly analyzed by 3 
researchers. Then the rest of the articles are 
divided for individual analysis 

 
Next is the keyword selection of middle leaders in Malaysia’s educational con-

text is defined. Main keywords are “middle leaders”, “middle leadership”, “com-
mittee heads”, “senior teachers”, “subject coordinator” with a combination of any 
keyword. The word “Malaysia” is also placed together to narrow down the search. 
The keywords listed are tested in the selected database. The tests are conducted to 
determine the accuracy of appropriate keywords and can provide actual input in 
the context of the study. To enhance search accuracy, logical operators such as 
“OR” and “AND” are used in the search. The appropriate search keyword fina-
lized and listed as “middle leader”, “middle manager”, “head of the committee”, 
“subject panel”, “senior subject teacher”, “middle leadership” and “senior teacher”. 

The setting of article selection criteria is carried out with adapted four main 
steps used in the bibliometric approach (Harris et al., 2019). Firstly, the search 
keyword is included in the listed journal database, the search year limit between 
2010 and 2019 only and the context of the study is related to the middle school 
leaders in Malaysia. The first step of the search found a total of 75 articles out of 
5 databases of journal publishing and articles. There are several unrelated ar-
ticles and deviated from this literature review objective and need to be filtered 
out. Secondly, articles that write explicitly the keyword of middle leaders or 
middle leadership in the title or abstract of the study had been selected. The ar-
ticle selection criterion at this second step has listed a total of 62 articles. Thirdly, 
only research papers implemented in Malaysian national schools are selected. 
Articles from abroad and not studying middle leadership is excluded. At this 
stage, a total of 43 articles were successfully collected. The final step, only em-
pirical studies are preferred at this stage. Concept papers, personal opinions, 
publishing articles in blogs and university official pages are not accepted. The 
final lists of total downloaded articles are as many as 29 articles (Figure 1 & 
Appendix). 
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Figure 1. Bibliometric approach of article selection. Adaptation from Harris et al. (2019). 
 

As a way to store data systematically and securely, the Google Drive site is se-
lected. Google Drive selection versus other data storage methods is due to better 
functionality and data security. Google Drive can serve as Microsoft Excel through 
the Google Sheet apps that can keep the data systematically (sorting and filtering 
functions) without limits and services offered are free of charge. Researchers are 
also experienced using Google Drive and it is very practical because of the inte-
gration of data storage via the cloud without anxiety for data loss. Furthermore, 
it can be accessed anywhere easily. 

Then, the thematic analysis was done for all 29 articles that were collected in 
the Google Drive site. 10 themes have been set for the analysis as follows: 1) Year of 
study; 2) Name of researchers; 3) Title of study; 4) Name of journal; 5) State/region 
where the study is conducted; 6) Research methodology; 7) Method of collection 
and analysis of data; 8) Purposes of research; 9) The findings and research anal-
ysis; 10) Research limitation. Using an Excel application in Google Drive, all ar-
ticles through the screening and filtering process based on a specified theme. 
The following sections discussed the findings and implications of the surveys 
that were carried out. 

3. Results and Discussion 

A comprehensive thematic analysis of 29 out of total 43 articles related to school 
middle leaders in Malaysia was made based on results from the bibliometric 
analysis. The purpose of this thematic analysis is to provide general information 
on studies that have conducted on middle leaders’ leadership over the last dec-
ade. This general information includes the year of publication, journal informa-
tion and study zone which are optional to the study. Subsequent discussions on 
the content of the study, the methodology of the study, the method of collect-
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ing/analyzing the data and the purpose of the study obtained from contempo-
rary highlights are compared.  

According to Table 2, during the last decade between 2010 and 2019; out of a 
total of 29 articles on school middle leaders in Malaysia, only in 2015, there is no 
publication or study conducted. Studies on intermediate leadership show an in-
creasing trend since 2010 with 2018 and 2019 showing the highest number of ar-
ticle publications. On average, the number of articles published is 2.9 articles per 
year. This reflects the ongoing interest of those directly involved in the field of 
school leadership in Malaysia. Relatively, the previous finding by Harris et al. 
(2019) found only one article related to middle leadership in the context of Malay-
sian education. Modifying the article selection criteria clearly helps provide a 
broader scope of research to complement the findings of previous studies that 
list some limitations (Harris et al., 2019). 

All of these 29 articles have been published in 18 different journals, including 
four (4) articles that are master and PhD dissertations. Over 80% of these articles 
have published in journals related to leadership, education and academics. Only 
three (3) articles published in non-related journals, the Malaysian Journal of So-
ciety and Space, the Journal of Technology (Social Science), and the Malaysian 
Journal of Social Science and Humanities. Based on Table 3, the Journal of Educa-
tional Leadership is the most widely published journal on school middle leaders 
in Malaysia. It was particularly exciting when seven (7) articles listed in the Sco-
pus index journal. Journals that focused on educational leadership such as Edu-
cational Leader, International Journal of Management Studies and School Lea-
dership & Management also known as School Organization Journal only publish 
two (2) articles on middle leaders leadership in Malaysia. This number is signif-
icantly small since on average there is only 0.2 articles are published each year 
between 2010 and 2019.  

Almost 60% of articles have published in journals that are not in the field of 
leadership and education management. Such journals usually select only one or 
two topics beyond their scope for publication, for example, Journal of Education 
and Training and Academic Research in Progressive Education and Develop-
ment only publish one article related to school middle leaders. Both journals are 
Scopus and WoS indexed journals (Harris et al., 2019). 

In terms of study zone, thematic analysis has listed six (6) study zones in Ma-
laysia namely the northern zone (Perlis, Kedah, Penang, Perak) central zone (Se-
langor, Kuala Lumpur, Putrajaya, Negeri Sembilan), the east coast zone (Pahang, 
Terengganu, Kelantan), the southern zone (Johor, Malacca), the Sabah/Sarawak 
zone, and a zone labelled “unclassified”. Table 4 shows 11 articles in the catego-
ry “unclassified” of zones due to the study methodology taking into account sam-
ples from combinations of zones and throughout Malaysia. The total studies of 
middle leaders in the northern, southern and Sabah/Sarawak are five (5), three 
(3) and two (2); respectively. Meanwhile, the middle and east zone share the 
same number of articles which is four (4). Besides, the two (2) articles published 
from the southern has included the only study listed in Harris et al. (2019).  
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Table 2. Number of studies per year. 

Year 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 

Number of Studies 1 2 2 2 3 0 5 1 6 7 

 
Table 3. Number of studies per journal. 

No. Journal 
Number of 

Studies 

1 Academic Research in Progressive Education and Development 1 

2 Educational Leader 2 

3 Malaysian Journal of Society and Space 12 1 

4 International Journal of Management Studies (IJMS) 2 

5 International Journal of Academic Research in Business & Social Sciences 2 

6 International Research Journal of Education & Sciences (IRJES) 1 

7 
Journal of the Commonwealth Council for Educational Administration & 
Management 

1 

8 Journal of Education and Social Sciences 1 

9 Journal of Educational Administration 1 

10 Journal of Education and Training 1 

11 Journal of Educational Management 1 

12 Journal of Educational Research and Indigeneous Studies 1 

13 JuKu: Jurnal Kurikulum & Pengajaran Asia Pasifik 1 

14 Jurnal Kepimpinan Pendidikan 4 

15 Jurnal Teknologi (Social Sciences) 1 

16 Malaysian Journal of Social Sciences and Humanities 1 

17 Malaysian Online Journal of Educational Management (MOJEM) 1 

18 School Leadership & Management 1 

19 Post Graduate Dissertation 4 

 Total 29 

 
Table 4. Number of studies by zone. 

Zone Number of Studies 

Northern 5 

Central 4 

East Coast 4 

Southern 2 

Sabah/Sarawak 3 

Unclassified 11 

https://doi.org/10.4236/ce.2020.115058


W. F. W. Md. Rasidi et al. 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/ce.2020.115058 814 Creative Education 
 

The content analysis of the 29 listed articles provides an overview of the me-
thodology used in the conducted research. All of the articles listed compiled in 
three (3) main methodological categories; namely qualitative, quantitative approach 
and a combination of the two. Table 5 shows the tendency of the selection of 
research methodologies related to school middle leaders in Malaysia. Nearly 60% 
of the studies conducted using quantitative approaches followed by qualitative 
(24%) and combined methods (16%). Contrary to the findings of previous stu-
dies, the qualitative approach dominates the methodology used by most of the 
overseas researchers in particular (Harris et al., 2019). Qualitative approaches 
can provide an in-depth explanation in the field of school middle leaders (De 
Nobile, 2018; Harris et al., 2019). 

Researchers in Malaysia are more comfortable in using questionnaires as a 
method of data collection. Almost 50% of the studies conducted by using ques-
tionnaires (Table 6) as compared to only 10% using the interview method. The 
only study of middle leaders in Malaysia used the systematic literature review 
methodology in reviewing instructional leadership is the study by Harris, Jones, 
Adams, & Cheah (2018). There is a high potential for researchers in Malaysia to 
adopt the systematic review of the study as this technique is an approach that 
enables the comparison of articles in various aspects (Gumus et al., 2018). How-
ever, to enhance the understanding and generalization of middle leaders in Ma-
laysia, a qualitative approach with data collection methods such as interviews, 
document analysis and observation is recommended (De Nobile, 2017; De No-
bile, 2018). 

Next, all 29 articles were categorized according to five (5) key themes in the 
study of school middle leaders in Malaysia. These categories are based on the 
purpose of the research stated in the objective and the abstract of the study. Ta-
ble 7 shows the study categories adapted from the contemporary highlights of 
Harris et al. (2019). Studies in the category of roles and functions of middle 
leaders dominate with almost 50% of total studies in this category. This is in agree-
ment with findings of middle leaders in the context of overseas education that 
still focus on studies of the functions and roles played by middle leaders (Ben-
nett et al., 2007; Harris et al., 2019). Subsequent studies of distributed leadership, 
learning/professional development and work satisfaction of the respective lead-
ers produced four (4) articles in Malaysia from 2010 to 2019. Only three (3) ar-
ticles on the quality of intermediate leader learning obtained through this con-
temporary survey. 

 
Table 5. Number of articles by method. 

Research Method Number of Studies 

Quantitative 17 

Qualititative 7 

Mixed Method 5 
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Table 6. Number of articles by data collection tools. 
Data Collection Tools Number of Studies 

Questionnaire 15 

Cross Sectional Study 3 

Interview and survey 2 

Document analysis 1 

Interview 3 

Observation, document analysis and interview 2 

Design and Development Research (DDR) 2 

Systematic review 1 

 
Table 7. Summary of category of articles. 

Study Category Number of Articles 

Leadership Roles, Responsibilities and Practices 14 

Leadership Distribution 4 

Professional Learning/Professional Development 4 

Job Satisfaction/Motivation 4 

Quality of Teaching 3 

Total 29 

 
Practical Implications 

The findings of this study are very helpful in providing additional support and 
information regarding school middle leaders in Malaysia. The potential of middle 
leaders in Malaysia should be bred through more empirical studies. Researchers 
in the field of education management and leadership in Malaysia need to focus 
on studies on the quality of teaching and professional learning as this analysis 
highlights that it is still limited. The themes set out in the selection criteria of this 
study can lead other researchers to focus and find research gaps for improve-
ment in research related to school middle leaders. 

Limitation of Research 
Although the scope of article searches on middle leaders in Malaysia has been 

broadened compared to previous highlights by Harris et al. (2019), but there 
are still some limitations to the conducted review. The first limitation is a very 
limited local database that relies solely on MyJurnal by the Center for Malaysian 
Studies (MCC) and Malaysia Thesis Online (MyTO). It is proposed that the 
search for articles need to be expanded and include the database of universities 
in Malaysia. Secondly, similar to the criteria set by Bennett et al. (2007) and Har-
ris et al. (2019) academic writings such as books, proceedings papers and opi-
nions of academic figures on blog sites, social sites and official interviews are 
ignored. There may be sources of articles that may support a study highlight of 
uncharted school middle leaders. 
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Therefore, to complement future studies, it is proposed that triangulation of 
findings can be conducted with other alternative sources including social media 
that is gaining prominence among researchers. Next, the bibliometric analysis ap-
proaches are still categorized as simple and not in-depth approaches which used to 
derive the initial theme only (Gumus et al., 2018). Defining search keywords is 
critical and determinant of search. Therefore, to address this weakness, it is advis-
able to list as many keywords as possible for middle leaders and not focus solely on 
positions or roles. The other search suggestions relevant to school middle leaders 
in the context of Malaysian education are specialist teachers, grade level coordina-
tors, resource teachers, senior teachers and excellent teachers as well as two key 
keywords used in this survey: Head of Committee and Subject Senior Teacher. 

4. Summary 

This contemporary review of the literature clearly shows that there are empirical 
studies of school middle leaders in the context of education in Malaysia. The 
trend of published articles shows a positive increment and indicates the recent 
development of educational leadership research in Malaysia. Since Bennett et al. 
(2003) highlight the study of middle leaders; subsequent efforts by Harris et al. 
(2019) found that articles from Malaysia were limited. Therefore, the findings of 
this study are very helpful in providing additional support and information re-
garding school middle leaders in Malaysia. However, the extent to which studies 
at the mid-level leadership have contributed to the education system in Malaysia, 
especially in the field of educational leadership, is still debatable. 
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