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Abstract
The purpose of this study is to explore the nature and how of leadership in Irish post-primary
schools. It considers school leadership within the context of contemporary Distributed
Leadership theory. Associated concepts such as Distributed Cognition and Activity Theory
are used to frame the study. From a distributed perspective, it is now widely accepted that
other agents (e.g. teachers) have a leadership role, as part of collaborative, participative and
supportive learning communities. Thus, this study considers how principals interact and build
leadership capacity throughout the schools.
The study draws on two main sources of evidence. In analysing the implications of
accountability agendas for school leadership, there is an exploration and focus on the
conceptualisations of school leadership that are fore-grounded in twenty one Whole-School
Evaluation reports. Elements of Critical Discourse Analysis are employed as investigative
tools to decipher how the construction of leadership practice is produced. The second prong
of the study explores leadership in three case-study post-primary schools. The research is
located within the constructivist paradigm.
Leadership is a complex phenomenon and not easy to describe. The findings clarify,
however, that school leadership is a construct beyond the scope of the principal alone. While
there is widespread support for a distributed model of leadership, the concept does not
explicitly form part of the discourse in the case-study schools. It is also evident that any
attempt to understand leadership practice must connect local interpretations with broader
discourses. The practice of leadership is best understood in its socio-historical context. The
study reveals that, in the Irish post-primary school, the historical dimension is very influential,
while the situational setting, involving a particular set of agents and agendas, strongly shapes
thinking and practices.
This study is novel in that it synthesises two key sources of evidence. It is of great value in
that it teases out the various historical and situational aspects to enhance understanding of
school leadership in contemporary Ireland. It raises important questions for policy, practice
and further research.
Key Words: leadership; distributed leadership; distributed cognition; activity theory;
principal; critical discourse analysis; socio-historical context; policy; Irish post-primary
education.
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Chapter 1 Introduction
1.0 Background Influencing the Study
In the educational climate of recent decades, there are increased demands for greater
accountability and performativity, along with standards and outcomes-based reform measures.
Into the mix must be added the new challenges for school leaders, resulting from a changing
social environment across many countries, due to rapid technological innovation, mobility,
globalisation and attendant changes in legislation (Moller, 2009).

The Irish post-primary

school system is no exception to this trend. In this frame, school leadership is high on policy
agendas and there is a focus on the relationship between leadership, school improvement and
sustaining change (Harris, 2005).

In twenty first century schools, leadership is viewed as a guarantee for educational quality and
reform and as a crucial component for schools’ capacity building (Vennebro and Ottesen,
2012). There is worrying evidence, however, that school leaders (principals) feel more
pressurised than did their peers a number of generations ago, with their numbers getting fewer
and less people coming forward to take their place (Bottery, 2004). Fullan corroborates this
point, when surveying the situation in Canada in 1997, he concludes that:
we appear to be losing ground with the principal’s leadership role if we take as our
measure of progress the declining presence of increasingly large numbers of highly
effective, satisfied principals. (1997:1).

In his study, Evans (1996) points out that the phenomenon of increased workload, coupled
with the manner in which the role has expanded and intensified, as well as its inherent
stresses, has left principals feeling disempowered. This point is clearly evidenced in Ireland
where the current administrative workload severely limits the capacity of principals to have
any consistent, ongoing role in influencing student learning (Byrne, 2009). Byrne claims that
the introduction of recent legislation affecting education has had an unparallelled impact on
1

the work of the principal, with the principal now being “one of the most legislated-for
individuals in Irish society (2009: 129). He further suggests that such developments make
the job of the principal increasingly unmanageable with the school leader having
administrative responsibility in six key areas: management of the curriculum; human resource
management; financial management; administration; plant management and as Secretary to
the Board of Management. While it might be argued that the primary role of the principal is
to be the strong visionary leader of learning in his/her school, the time, energy and resources
needed to implement new legislative functions coupled with the managing of budgetary
cutbacks, in the current economic context, seriously detract from this primary role.

Because of the increasingly complex world of education, as outlined above and, as
experienced by me as a post-primary school principal, I was prompted to explore the nature of
leadership practice in Irish post-primary schools. In this climate, a key question to address is
what type of leadership is considered most effective to connect the lived school reality to the
current complexities and accelerated pace of change. I was, therefore, drawn to the concept
of distributed leadership as a worthy response to these complex challenges, as schools seek to
re-configure and re-structure school leadership roles.

Leadership from the distributed leadership perspective is premised on capacity-building
in the school organisation, with the engagement of many people being at the core of
distributed leadership in action (Harris and Muijs, 2005). It is important to point out,
however, that the distributed leadership concept is not being advocated as a recipe, but as
a key research lens to guide and inform the research.

1.1 Influences shaping the Research
There were four significant influences which shaped the trajectory and choice of this study.
The first arose from a conversation with a post-primary school Board of Management
2

chairperson, as part of the pilot study. The interviewee suggested that:
I think management and leadership are very different concepts. Leadership is by and
large vested in one person. In the case of a school, the real leader is the principal.
You can’t have leadership emerging from the ranks, it’s a contradiction in terms. A
leader is on a very different level to the led. You can have distributed management
very easily, that is what delegation is all about.
In response to this comment, my perspective is that leadership does and must come from the
ranks, beginning with a teacher’s role, as leader of learning in the classroom. It then extends
to the various formal and informal leadership and influence roles held by teachers, as they
work collaboratively with their colleagues. It does not imply a diminished role for the
principal. Current research on school improvement has identified the role of principals as
critical in promoting change, in the ways they articulate their relationships with students and
teachers, as well as their aspirations and expectations for their schools (Pashiardis et al,
2012).

The second influence derives from a research project I undertook as part of the Masters in
Education Programme in 1996, when I conducted “An Investigation into the Implementation
of a Middle-Management Structure in an Irish Post-Primary School.” The following findings
and recommendations of that study are considered pertinent to the current research:
(1) Middle management teams make a positive difference to the enhancement of school
effectiveness where synergy is achieved. While cognisance must be taken of the
particular climate and ethos of schools, principals must be assisted in putting in place
middle management structures relevant to their particular organisations.
(2) In order that real change and higher levels of development may be achieved, principals
must be supported so they can engage in reflective practice, confront and solve
problems and re-construct meaning.
(3) Resources and time must be made available so that members of middle management
teams may be given opportunities to develop professional knowledge and
3

administrative skills, in conjunction with ongoing professional support.
(4) Since there is a dearth of research on the structure and operation of teams in the
Irish context, it is strongly recommended that research be undertaken in the area.

The third influence on the study is the reading of the work of seminal researchers on
distributed leadership done by me during the early days of the Cohort PhD Programme in
UCC, on which I was a participant. The work of these seminal authors (Spillane et al, 2004;
Spillane, 2006; Gronn, 2000; Harris, 2005) has drawn my attention to the concept of
distributed leadership as a lens through which to explore leadership practice. A distributed
perspective on leadership is considered the most appropriate lens through which to explore
leadership practice in Irish post-primary schools for the following reasons:
▪ A distributed perspective recognises that there are multiple leaders in a school organisation,
as distributed leadership is primarily concerned with mobilizing leadership at all levels in a
school organisation and not relying solely on those at the apex.
▪ Distributed leadership is a fluid, emergent and trialectic process connecting school context,
agency and the individual (Gronn, 2000).
▪ It is important to distinguish between distributed leadership and delegation of tasks.
Distributed leadership does not mean delegating tasks and responsibilities, but describes a
process which is constructed through shared action, interaction, discussion, dialogue and
mutual influence (Spillane, 2006).

The fourth influence stems from my own relationship with the topic under investigation.
As a practising school principal, at a time when the erosion of middle management structures
presents a major challenge for school leaders, I’m interested in exploring how other
practitioners interpret their experiences and in how they understand and make sense of their
worlds. My objective, then, is to construct an account of school leadership practice from the
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perspectives of practitioners, by providing rich case-studies grounded in everyday practice.
In respect of this discussion, it is important to consider and address a number of “blank spots”
(i.e. short comings of the research) and “blind spots” (i.e. areas that have been overlooked
because of theoretical and epistemological biases) in our understanding of leadership (Heck
and Hallinger, 1999, cited in Spillane et al, 2004). These authors suggest that an important
“blank spot” is concerned with in-depth description of how school leaders develop and enable
successful schooling. Regarding “blind spots”, they make the point that a consistent focus in
the literature has been based on the assumption that school leadership is synonymous with the
principal. They posit the argument that research should seek to analyse other sources of
leadership in schools. Thus, in adopting an interpretative, constructivist research stance, my
goal is to know more about leadership practice in Irish post-primary schools. In exploring
practice, however, it is necessary to apply a conceptual framework. Therein, lies the
justification for employing the distributed leadership framework. It is envisaged that adopting
this framework will enable me, as a post-primary principal, to analyse and reflect on my own
practice.

Primarily, when viewing leadership practice through a distributed lens, the emphasis is on the
process of leadership, on how it occurs within an organisation and on how it is enhanced and
developed. It is also important to remember that distributed leadership does not mean that
everybody leads, nor is there an absence of hierarchy. Rather, it reinforces that it is “stretched
over” the work of a number of individuals, paying particular attention to the “leader plus”
aspect of leadership work (Spillane, 2006:3). For these reasons, it is reasonable to conclude
that the distributed leadership framework will provide a useful theoretical and analytical lens
to explore leadership in Irish post-primary education.

5

1.2 Context
While the background issues discussed above are international in their character and the
challenges facing education must be seen in that context, any debate on educational leadership
in Irish post-primary schools must also take cognisance of factors that are culturally specific.
Leadership practice cannot be extracted from its socio-cultural context (Spillane et al, 2004).
While new realities require different leadership behaviours and re-structuring to enact new
reforms, they are nonetheless mediated by contextual values, historical legacies and societal
factors and transformations.

Since the 1990s, there have been major changes and transformations in Ireland, as the society
has changed from being primarily a homogenous, agricultural society to a more open marketdriven and culturally diverse society. During that period the Irish administration embraced
new public management as a mode of governance, with accountability being one of the key
principles informing policy development (Lynch et al, 2012). In that reform process a
number of issues need to be addressed.
(1)The main legislative framework governing the re-structuring of the education system was
the enactment of the Education Act, 1998. The Act introduced a managerialist approach and
neo-liberal perspective on education “to ensure that the education system is accountable to
students, their parents and the state for the education provided (p. 5). As outlined in Section
22 of the Education Act 1998, within this framework, school principals are ultimately
accountable for encouraging and fostering learning in students, for providing leadership to
other staff and students in the school, for promoting a consultative process in conjunction
with stakeholders and promoting the professional development of teachers. Within this
frame, there is an implicit recognition of the need to share leadership.
In a knowledge intensive enterprise like teaching and learning, “there is no way to perform
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these complex tasks without widely distributing the responsibility for leadership among roles
in the organisation” (Elmore, 2000:5). The challenge for the system lies in the need to give a
clearer definition of leadership, to define distributed leadership and to determine the role of
the principal in developing a culture that supports distributed leadership (OECD, 2007). The
OECD Report (2008) suggests that the distribution of leadership to school leadership teams
plays a vital role in school development and also fosters leadership capacity throughout
schools and succession planning and management.

(2) The growth of the accountability and performativity culture is also evidenced in the
statutory status given to the Inspectorate under the Education Act 1998. Under Section 13 of
the Act, the functions of the Inspectorate include:
-

-

-

-

evaluating the organisation and operation of schools and centres of education and the
quality and effectiveness of the education provided, including the quality of teaching
and effectiveness of individual teachers
evaluating the education standards in such schools or centres
assessing the implementation and effectiveness of any programmes of education
which have been devised in respect of individual students who have a disability or
other special educational needs
to evaluate the quality and effectiveness of the provision of education in the state,
including comparison with relevant international practice and standards, and to report
thereon to the Minister
to promote excellence in the management of teaching and in the use of support
services by schools and in the procedures for consultation and co-operation within and
between schools and centres for education.

As suggested by the above rhetorics, the discourse of reform and accountability is dominated
by the discourse of neo-liberal ideology with its focus on “evaluation”, “assessment” and
“quality” of teaching. The performance-led appraisal of standards and evaluation is
conducted by the inspectorate in the form of Whole-School Evaluations. When this
accountability regimen morphs into performativity it has consequences for leadership and
presents challenges for school communities to collaboratively re-shape the discourse (Sugrue,
2011).
As outlined in the document Looking at our Schools (DES, 2003), there are implications
7

for school leaders to ensure that the standards of quality to which they aspire are realised.
The following themes for self-evaluation, as they pertain to management of staff, are
particularly relevant to the current conversation:
the extent to which in-school management actively fosters a partnership approach with
staff in agreeing on and achieving the aims of the school
the effectiveness, clarity and openness of systems of communication between inschool management and other school staff
the effectiveness of in-school management in ensuring that responsibilities delegated
to post-holders and other school staff are carried out effectively and efficiently (DES,
2003: 8).

The underlying assumption in these examples indicates that a collegial, collaborative
approach to decision-making is required for school development. Implicit in the fourth
example is the notion that all staff, post holders and other staff, including informal leaders, are
included in the process. It is also of interest to consider the discourse in this example in
respect of what exactly constitutes “delegated” as opposed to “distributed” procedures. This
point will be debated at greater length in Chapter 4 of this thesis.

The above examples also draw attention to the positioning of leadership and management in
the legislative discourse. Indeed, it must be acknowledged that leading and managing happen
in tandem and are often intertwined (Spillane et al, 2007). While an important element of
school leadership is management, it is important, at the outset, to distinguish between
management and leadership analytically. Management refers to the day-to-day practicalities
of running a school organisation in terms of staff development, use of resources, curriculum
provision and legal compliance. Management also refers to efforts to maintain current
arrangements (Spillane et al, 2007). Leadership, on the other hand, includes all that is
implied in management, but has a visionary and motivational aspect which goes beyond
efficient management to enable transformation (Kelleher, 2012). While it is acknowledged
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that leadership and management are intertwined in the daily work and organisational routines
in schools, it is important to distinguish the leadership component.

(3) Schools in the Irish education system, along with the teachers in them, however, have not
had a tradition of engaging in collaborative planning and evaluation. Historically, particularly
in the voluntary secondary sector, the Catholic Church wielded a powerful control over the
education system, with the religious holding the principalships of secondary schools and also
undertaking much of middle management work. In that format, the model for school
leadership was focused on authority, power and knowledge being vested in the Catholic
Church.

In respect of the hierarchical system of governance, religious run schools had a very weak
middle management system, as the principal (usually a member of the religious congregation)
exerted power, control and influence at the apex of the organisation, generally assisted by
members of the religious congregation. The culture was counter-collaborative and the lay
teacher was denied agency. Posts of responsibility were tokenistic in nature, with criteria for
appointment based on seniority being seen as a reward for years of service (Stack, 1987).

The relationship between church and state is significant and it is important to remember that
the history of Irish education is characterised by a partnership and also by a tension between
the church which owns the majority of schools and the state which funds and aids the schools
(Flood, 2012). While the influence of the church has waned in recent years and with the
demise of the “theocentric paradigm” (O’Sullivan, 2005), the legacy and influence
bequeathed by the church to the Irish educational landscape is significant. In respect of this
conversation, there are two points worthy of mention: (i) the system of governance promoted
was hierarchical in nature and (ii) in relation to new managerialism, the church adapted to it
rather than challenging it, being primarily concerned with retaining its schools (Lynch et al,
9

2012). Any exploration of school leadership in Ireland in the current era must take these
factors into account.

In the current complex reform era, this poses challenges for school leaders to enact posthierarchical options and to develop their school organisations as participatory communities,
where leadership is collaborative in nature. As school organisations develop in the twenty
first century, in many instances, this requires a shift in thinking and behaviours, as various
formal and informal teacher leadership roles are incorporated into leadership practice. This
will be discussed at greater length in Chapter 3 of this thesis.

1.3 Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study is to explore the nature of leadership in Irish post-primary
education. It considers school leadership within the context of contemporary distributed
leadership theory. There are two prongs to the analysis. (1) As part of the current school
reform process, it is important to analyse the implications of accountability agendas for school
leadership. Therefore, there is an exploration and focus on the conceptualisations of school
leadership that are foregrounded in Whole-School Evaluation Reports. This section of the
study provides a lens on the perspective of the Inspectorate, by analysing the evidence from
21 randomly selected WSE reports, on what shapes, characterises and defines educational
leadership in Irish post-primary education. Theoretical thematic analysis is employed as a
method for encoding the qualitative information. Elements of Critical Discourse Analysis are
also employed as an investigative tool to decipher how the construction of leadership practice
is produced and the reasons why certain recommendations are made by the evaluating teams.
(2) The second prong of the study explores leadership in three case-study post-primary
schools of varying types. The research is located within the constructivist paradigm.
The participants in each school include principal, deputy principal, post of responsibility
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holders and non-post holding teachers. The purpose of this aspect of the research is to
generate detailed information about interactions in the school and on how leadership is
enacted in schools. As school principals figure very prominently in the leadership distribution
story (Leithwood et al, 2009), an important element of the investigation is to explore (i) how
school principals foster leadership distribution and (ii) how followers’ roles are constructed.

Internationally, there is not an extensive corpus of empirical research on distributed
leadership and there is a dearth of research in the Irish context. While the current study is
small-scale in its extent and, while it is not possible to generalise from the findings, it offers a
powerful empirical lens to illuminate on the reality of leadership practice in the case-study
schools. It is envisaged that the findings will contribute to our knowledge of the interplay
between practice and leadership in Irish post-primary education and will make a valuable
contribution to further theory development.

1.4 Research Question
This research seeks to expand the knowledge on leadership in Ireland by exploring how
leadership is enacted within schools. Leadership is explored by drawing on the theoretical
perspectives offered by theorists of distributed leadership. The research is guided by the
following primary question:
How is leadership defined, understood and enacted in Irish post-primary schools?
The following secondary questions are also explored:
(1) Where does the initiative for leadership lie and who has responsibility for leadership
roles?
(2) What are the roles, responsibilities and expectations of all stakeholders in the school
organisation?
(3) How are influence relations constructed in the school organisations? What is the
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relative influence on school decision-making of each of the agents within the school?
(4) How do schools construct their approach to organisational accountability regimens?

1.5 Design of the Thesis
In seeking to address the research question and in exploring “how and in what form
distributed leadership contributes to school improvement” (Harris and Spillane, 2012: 32), it
is important to analyse the concept at a theoretical level. Chapter 2 analyses the literature on
distributed leadership and extracts a set of tools which will inform the study of leadership
practice in the case-study schools. There is an in-depth review of the work of seminal
theorists James Spillane and Peter Gronn.
Chapter 3 elaborates on particular historical legacies and legislative frameworks in Ireland
which mediate leadership practice. In Activity Theoretical terms, school organisational teams
are best understood in their specific activity contexts, as activity systems take shape and may
only be understood against their own histories (Engestrom, 2008).

Chapter 4 considers methodology and research design. Chapters 5, 6 and 7 focus attention on
the empirical component of the research and present the data from the qualitative research.
Chapter 5 presents an analysis of the 21 WSE reports explored and is indicative of the
discourses and rhetoric underpinning official policy documents at this time.

Chapter 6 presents the data from the conversations with principals and deputy principals in
the case-study schools. It seeks to ascertain how understandings of school leadership are
conceptualised from the perspectives of the incumbents. Chapter 7 explores the how of
school leadership practice from the perspectives of teachers.

In conclusion, Chapter 8 reviews and appraises the key empirical findings, as well as
synthesising these data with the theoretical concepts which inform and underpin the research .
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It also makes recommendations for policy, practice and further research and ,thus, provides an
illumination and elaboration on the primary research question: “How is leadership defined,
understood and enacted in Irish post-primary education?”

1.6 Significance of the Study
In the increasingly complex world of education, with its focus on reform measures and
accountability procedures, there is more than ever a need to re-define and re-construct school
leadership roles and responsibilities. This means that the role of the principal is broader and
more complex than in its traditional heroic form. Hence, a common theme in the literature is
that as schools re-define themselves to navigate these complex issues, leadership will be
required to ensure that for each agent “being an active practitioner with an authentic form of
participation might be one of the most deeply essential requirements for teaching ” (Wenger,
1998:277).

The empirical work that currently exists in Ireland concerning distributed leadership, and on
how leadership mediates adaptive challenges, is limited. This research study provides an
illumination of and evidence on the nuances of leadership in Irish post-primary education and
builds on existing evidence. While we need to know and conduct larger-scale research, this
study provides valuable insights for school leaders, policy-makers and the inspectorate.
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Chapter 2 Literature Review
2.0 Introduction
As indicated in the previous chapter, over the past three decades, education systems around
the world have undergone enormous change, with globalisation, market ideologies framed by
neo-liberalism and accountability and performativity regimes emerging and influencing and
being mirrored in school communities (Sugrue, 2005; Rizvi and Lingard, 2010). In this
climate of rapid change and increasingly high expectation, where globalisation is rapidly
reshaping societies and cultures and where work is being re-defined, effective leadership is
needed more than ever (Harris, 2008). In engaging with this current educational leadership
conversation, the pertinent issues requiring reflection and closer scrutiny include:
(1) What forms of school leadership are required to mediate the influences of the broader
discourses of globalisation and new public management?
(2) In the current constantly evolving and fluid educational landscape how are the leader
and follower roles and identities constructed?
(3) If, in accepting that the core work of a school is teaching and learning and that
leadership is framed as the how of education, issues pertaining to developing
professional and motivational capital and capacity building of teachers must be
prioritised.

In responding to these questions, the construct of distributed leadership will be utilised as a
lens through which to analyse leadership practice in Irish post-primary schools. Given the
burgeoning interest in distributed leadership, with its focus on the expansion of leadership
roles in schools beyond those in formal leadership positions and a move away from a focus on
the single leader, (Harris, 2012; Robinson, 2009), it is considered that this concept is an
appropriate frame through which to explore and analyse the research question in this thesis:
How is leadership defined, understood and enacted in Irish post-primary schools?
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This chapter presents some of the theoretical frames and key conceptualisations pertaining to
distributed leadership which inform and underpin the empirical component of this research.
The conceptual themes are illustrated with empirical evidence from the literature throughout
the chapter. To situate the discussion within a context, it is first necessary to trace the
development and evolution of theories of leadership. In section 2.1 there is a review and
analysis of traditional leadership models, evolving from models which focus on the
charismatic leader at the apex of the school organisation, to a context where, from a
distributed perspective, leadership is “decoupled” from formal hierarchical positions, and is
inclusive of those in both formal, positional and non-formal leadership roles. There is also an
analysis of how traditional theories (i) inform and influence current practice and (ii) contrast
with assumptions underpinning current leadership practice.

In section 2.2 there is an exploration and analysis of the theoretical construct of distributed
leadership, as presented in the literature. As the concept of distributed leadership is multifaceted, it is necessary to develop an account of distributed leadership which will underpin
and frame the research in this thesis. In this section, there is also a discussion on the
descriptive and normative orientations on distributed leadership. With that in mind, the
approaches of two seminal researchers in the field, James Spillane and Peter Gronn, will be
explored and analysed in Section 2.3. Associated concepts such as Distributed Cognition and
Activity Theory will also be explored.

The fourth section, 2.4, will consider the roles and behaviours of the principals and how they
influence and support the distribution of leadership practice in the schools. As the distributed
view of leadership considers that interactions are a fundamental component of leadership
practice, it is important to garner key insights and understandings from the literature on how
principals interact and build leadership capacity throughout the school.
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From a distributed perspective, it is now widely accepted that followers (e.g. teachers) have a
leadership role, as part of collaborative, participative and supportive professional learning
communities. Using that perspective as a lens, it is essential, in any (re)configuration of
leadership practice, to gain insights on the positioning and space created for teachers, by
school principals, in school leadership practice.

The literature review will also engage with the various positions on the efficacy of the
distributed leadership concept as a positive influence on developing and sustaining schools as
professional learning communities of practice. In section 2.5, there will be an exploration of
and critique of the barriers and obstacles to and limitations of distributed leadership, as well
as the benefits and opportunities offered by the concept.

In the concluding section, 2.6, there will be a consideration of the key concepts on distributed
leadership, emanating from the broad research base that has explored the concept. From that
consideration, some key conceptual features of distributed leadership which will underpin the
empirical component of the work, will be extracted.

2.1 Traditional Models of Leadership
While the field of school leadership is currently preoccupied with the idea of distributed
leadership, until relatively recently much of school leadership literature has tended to focus on
formal leadership, particularly that of the principal (Harris, 2008; Dinham, 2009). Since the
beginning of the twentieth century, there are a number of perspectives and concepts of
leadership in the research literature. The purpose of this section is to illuminate these
models and to trace their impact on current leadership theory. It is also important to bear in
mind that an historical perspective is not alone enlightening in regard to antecedent concepts,
but it also enables a deeper understanding on the heritage of thinking which provides the
foundation for current leadership conceptualisations (Gronn, 2009). It also provides deeper
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understandings on influence processes and power relations. The scientific study of leadership
can be roughly divided into three periods: the Trait Period from circa 1910 to World War II,
the Behaviourist Period from the onset of World War II to the late 1960s and the Contingency
Period from the 1960s (Kellerman, 1994; Vroom and Jago, 2007).

Trait Period
Early research on leadership was premised on the notion that those who became leaders were
different from those who remained followers, with the assumption being that leadership was
an innate personal trait of the leader independent of the context in which the leadership was
performed. Leadership was defined as a unique property of extraordinary individuals whose
decisions were capable of radically changing the streams of history (Zaccaro, 2007). The
objective of the research at the time was to identify what unique features of the individual
were associated with leadership.
This heroic perspective on leadership evolved from personality theories like the “great man”
theory which had been proposed by eighteenth rationalists such as Nietzche and proposed that
great leaders would be great leaders in all situations. “Great man” theories assume that the
capacity for leadership is inherent, that great leaders are born, not made, and that major events
in world history were the result of great men whose vision changed the world in which they
lived. Within this model great leaders are often portrayed as heroic, mythic and destined to
rise to leadership when needed, with leadership also being constructed as a male quality.

The research also sought to identify the unique features of the individual which were
associated with leadership. In the early part of the twentieth century, researchers were
encouraged to employ “personality tests” in their search for the leadership trait with measures
of dominance, social sensitivity, moodiness, masculinity, physical appearance being used to
distinguish natural leaders from non-leaders (Yukl, 1981; Spillane, Halverson and Diamond,
17

2004). In the trait model, authority was vested in designated positions and failure to use
authority effectively was seen as a flaw in the leader’s behaviour (Clark, 1985). The initial
hope was that that the identification of such traits would enhance personnel selection
(Hernandez et al, 2011).

Some leaders, however, were more successful than others. Within trait theory, because the
formal organisational structure was a given, the most obvious place to look for failure, then,
was in the individual. Leadership research emphasised the relationship between the personal
traits of the leader and his or her success or failure. The locus of leadership was situated in
the person of the principal, who was constructed as being powerful and charismatic
(Northouse, 2004).

While the trait perspective guided much of the field of leadership research in the early
twentieth century, in the post-World War II period criticism of the approach began to mount
as research discarded trait-based leadership models as being insufficient to explain leadership
and leader effectiveness (Zaccaro, 2007). Though it was not denied that leaders often
displayed certain predictable traits, critics claimed that this approach failed to take into
account environmental or situational factors affecting leadership. Critics asked, if particular
traits are key features of leadership, how do we explain people who possess these traits but
are not leaders? Why do people with leadership traits become leaders in some situations, but
not others?
Ralph Stogdill’s (1948) study proved pertinent to the debate. He conducted a meta-analysis
of 124 empirical studies of leaders in different organisations (e.g. military units, industrial
organisations, university student bodies) that had leaders and followers, in an endeavour to
determine a pattern of personality traits. His conclusion was that no such pattern existed.
Stogdill concluded that traits alone do not identify leadership, as leadership situations vary
18

dramatically in the demands they place on the leader. He proposed that theories of leadership
were inadequate until both the situational and personal characteristics were integrated.
While acknowledging that trait theories of leadership (e.g. “great man” theories, espousing
top-down leadership) do not present the complete picture of what constitutes effective
leadership, Locke (2003) claims that certain traits in a leader, including honesty and high
levels of energy, are necessary for effective leadership. He further argues that there can be
only one great leader in an organisation, it does not work for a ship to have two or more
captains. In his view, great companies cannot function unless led by a single vision and he
further proposes that vision neither can nor should be delegated. His perspective suggests that
core values must be pushed from the top down and must be reflected, not only in the Chief
Executive’s words, but also in his/her daily behaviour. Locke contends that the leader is now
more important than ever in our very complex and fast-moving knowledge economy. He
does not dismiss trait theories out of hand, but argues that they represent only part of the
picture. The great, inspiring leaders must use their traits to develop the vision, core values
and motivational factors in the organisation.

Elmore (2000) offers a more nuanced perspective in relation to this discussion and puts
forward the view that educators and the public are “infatuated with trait theories of
competence” (p.3). Elmore expands on this point by suggesting that, in the current
educational environment principals manage the structures and processes that surround
instruction and protect or “buffer” the technical, instructional core of the school from outside
scrutiny or interference. In this way a certain degree of legitimacy is derived by developing a
“logic of confidence” (p.2) between the school and the community, thus consolidating
support. This politically-managed relationship gives the impression that the school is wellrun and thus maintains public confidence, Elmore further contends that the division of labour

19

within this system has remained largely unchanged for more than a century and is closely
attached to trait theories of leadership, where “good” principals are considered to have certain
personality traits and are considered good because they have proved they are competent at
what they do.

Zaccaro (2007) makes an interesting case for a re-definition of the trait perspective on
leadership and argues for a broader definition of the term than personality attributes. His
definition centres on three key components: (i) leader traits are not to be considered in
isolation, but as integrated constellations influencing leadership performance; (ii) leader traits
are defined in terms of leader effectiveness and include attributes such as motives, values,
problem-solving skills and expertise; (iii) the definition is grounded in social dynamics and
rests on characteristics that distinguish effective leaders from other high-performing
individuals, with successful and effective leaders influencing others by shaping and
developing the collective organisational activities.
In any analysis on school leadership practice, Zaccaro’s stance may be utilised to mediate
existing leadership practice which continues to construct leadership in hierarchical terms.
Viewing leadership in a different way requires suspending our habitual ways of thinking
about leadership practice (Harris, 2008).
Behavioural Theories
Because trait and personality theories alone were considered an ineffective means of
predicting leadership effectiveness, there was a paradigm shift, with leadership research
changing direction and the role of the situation or context came to be recognised as a key
conceptualisation and predictor of leadership effectiveness. By the 1950s, the field moved
from trait studies, first to leader behaviour research, which was a step in the direction of
acknowledging the role of situation or context in leadership (Vroom and Jago, 2007).
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Initially researchers on leadership sought to identify behaviours that would distinguish
effective from ineffective leaders. Early behavioural researchers (Lewin, Lippit and White,
1939) identified three different types of leadership behaviours – authoritarian, democratic and
laissez-faire – which characterised how the leader carried out the leadership and decisionmaking roles.

The behavioural approach was considerably advanced by two large-scale studies located
in Ohio State University and the University of Michigan (Vroom and Jago, 2007; Hernandez
et al, 2011). These studies were largely concerned with the leader’s actions in carrying out
the leadership role. The Ohio State University study focused on two behavioural dimensions
of leadership consideration and the ability to initiate structure. Consideration was
concerned with behaviours such as mutual trust, respect, warmth and concern for the
employee, while initiating structure dealt with defining working relationships, organising
tasks and organisational performance goals and evaluation group performance (Vroom and
Jago, 2007: 19).

The University of Michigan study focused on a distinction between employee-centred and
production-centred leadership behaviours and concluded that effective leaders have the dual
orientation, distinguishing between the task and people-oriented dimensions of leadership
behaviour (Hernandez et al, 2011). While this shift represents a more interactionist approach
to leadership, reflecting the growing focus on leadership by social psychologists (Zaccaro,
2007), the aforementioned studies, which emphasise the leader as the locus of leadership,
were primarily concerned with the consequences of leader behaviour rather than on the
context of the behaviour or the differences in external environment and in the make-up of the
group to be led (Vroom and Jago, 2007; Lunenburg and Orstein, 2008; Hernandez et al,
2011).
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Contingency Theory
In the 1960s and 1970s, the field moved to consider situational factors. One major
breakthrough in conceptualistions of leadership has been the recognition that a contingent or
situational approach is necessary as contingent theories take into account situational factors
acting as potential constraints or opportunities for leaders (Fidler, 1997; Hernandez et al,
2011). Now, instead of investigating the effect of the leader on the situation, researchers
investigated how the situation influenced leadership behaviour and followers’ performance.
The situation referred to variables in the external environment, with the basic premise of the
situational approach being that different situations demand different types of leadership.
Sills’ (1968) definition suggests that situations can be complicated affairs and generally have
five elements: (i) the structure of interpersonal relations with the group; (ii) the characteristics
of the group as a whole; (iii) the characteristics of the environment from which the group’s
members come; (iv) physical constraints on the group; (v) the perceptual representation
within the group and among its members of these elements and the attitudes and values
engendered by them. Situational leadership has both a directive and supportive dynamic and
a situationally motivated leader realises that the skills and motivation of any group member
are not static and the mix of the leader’s supportive and directive activities must likewise
change the situation (Northouse, 1997). Empirically, contingency theories guide research
into the kinds of persons and behaviours which are effective in different situations (Vroom
and Jago, 2007).
Fiedler’s Contingency Model
The first psychologist to propose a Contingency Theory of Leadership was the Austrian Fred
E. Fiedler (1964) in his pioneering article “A Contingency Model of Leadership
Effectiveness”. Fiedler divided leaders into relationship-motivated and task-motivated

22

groups and his approach centred on a personality measure, concerned with the relative esteem
of the leader for the least preferred co-worker (LPC). The most widely accepted
interpretation of the meaning of this measure is that a leader who gives a negative rating to a
poor co-worker is the kind of person for whom the task success is very important. Conversely,
it is argued that a leader who gives the LPC a positive rating would appear to be more
concerned with the interpersonal aspects of the task and is referred to as being relationship
motivated (Vroom & Jago, 2007; Zaccaro, 2007).

Fiedler developed a scale of control based on three features of the situation: (1) leadermember relations including the degree of trust, support and confidence which followers give
the leader. Leaders have high levels of control when there is clarity of task outcomes to be
achieved and when the group is cooperative. Leaders feel relaxed and calm when they know
they have the support of followers. This may be applied to the school context, where there
are well-planned classes and clarity of outcomes for students, both teachers and students feel
confident and optimum teaching and learning may take place. (2) Task-structure, i.e. the
degree to which organisational goals are clearly structured and specified. The task structure
has four components: (i) the clarity of the task description; (ii) the method to be employed to
ensure that the task is achieved; (iii) the expected task outcome; (iv) how the task will be
monitored. This may be applied to the school-context, whereby, in principal-teacher or
teacher-student relations, it is essential that there is clarity around task description to ensure
its satisfactory completion.

The third feature is positional power and is defined as the degree to which the leader has the
formal authority to ensure the achievement of the task and to possess the power to
successfully accomplish the task and to exert influence on the followers to perform the task.
In the school context, it may be argued that this positional power may be conferred by senior
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management on Year Heads, Class Teachers, Subject Teachers and it also takes into account
the degree to which they are empowered to head subject departments etcetera. It may also be
argued that if senior management and boards of management do not provide empowerment
and support to the aforementioned agents, including students, it is unlikely that the task will
be effectively performed or completed as the agent will be viewed as powerless. Taskmotivated leaders perform best in situations where they have either high or low control.
Relationship-motivated leaders, who favour a more open, participative style of leadership
perform best in situations where they have moderate control.

Among the major characteristics emerging from this model are: (i) the expected support and
commitment given by subordinates to the decision; (ii) if the leader does not have sufficient
information to make a high-quality decision, s/he must consult with subordinates; (iii) if the
leader does not have sufficient support from subordinates to ensure that they will accept a
decision, s/he must gain their commitment through their participation in the decision-making
(Chemers, 1984). The leader-follower relationship, then, is significant in this context.
The importance of Fiedler’s Contingency Theory is that it has influenced almost all modern
management theories by denying the existence of a singular, ideal organisational approach.
Contingency Theory matches the leader and the situation, but does not demand that the leader
fit the situation (Northouse, 1997). There is no single best leadership type, and leadership
effectiveness depends as much on the group situation as it does on the leader. This approach
requires leaders capable of adapting their leadership styles to particular situations and
organisational contexts. The resultant implication of Fiedler’s theory is for a leader to be
placed in a situation that is favourable to his/her style (Vroom and Jago, 2007).
The Contingency Model, however, has been the subject of much criticism. Fiedler’s theory
has drawn criticism because it implies that the only alternative for an unalterable mismatch of
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leader orientation and an unfavourable situation is to change the leader (Chemers,1984).
Some theorists have argued that the contingency paradigm is too narrow. The job of a leader
or manager in an organisation is much broader, more complex and dynamic than a
contingency paradigm suggests (Hunt, 1984). Or, as Wood (2005) argues, of itself
Contingency Theory does not provide a substantive theoretical framework of values and
actions. In spite of these controversies, however, the significance of Fiedler’s contribution
was that he was a pioneer in taking leadership research beyond the purely trait or purely
situational perspectives that were proposed prior to his contribution (Vroom and Jago, 2007).

Path-Goal Theory
Soon after the publication of Fiedler’s theory, another contingency theory of leadership was
advanced (House, 1971; House and Dressler, 1974), and was derived from the path-goal
hypothesis advanced by Georgeopolous (1957). This theory sought to advance an explanation
of the effects of leader behaviour on subordinates’ satisfaction, motivation and performance.
This theory consisted of two main propositions: (i) leader-initiating structure, which is the
degree to which the leader initiates structure for followers by assigning tasks, specifying the
procedures to be followed, clarifying expectations and scheduling the work to be done.
This dimension of leader behaviour describes leaders who are similar to those
prescribed by classical management theorists, that is, leaders who plan, organise,
direct and control. (House, 1971: 321).
The second proposition is leader-consideration, which is the degree to which the leader
creates a supportive environment for the follower by providing warmth, friendliness and
helpfulness and by being approachable and looking out for personal welfare and giving
advance notice of change.

When behaviours are properly matched to the situation, job satisfaction is produced and
acceptance of the leader occurs (Vroom and Jago, 2007). The theory predicts, however, that
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leader-structuring behaviour will be most effective in situations where there is a low degree of
subordinate task structure, i.e. where the task is unclear or difficult, as the leader helps to
clarify the path or goal and followers welcome such behaviour as it helps to structure their
ambiguous task.

Research support for path-goal theory is variable. Some theorists, for example Evans (1996),
suggest that the theory is still being developed and that testing is incomplete. There has been
some support for the path-goal theory of leadership with regard to subordinate satisfaction,
but not with regard to performance. Griffin (1980), in discussing results on studies of
follower satisfaction rather than group performance, indicates that, in addition to job
characteristics, the needs, attitudes and expectations of the follower have an important effect
on the follower’s reaction to leader behaviour. Chemers (1984) argues that it is difficult to
integrate Path-Goal Theory with the more general theories of leadership, as it has not been
concerned with participative decision-making. He further argues that it is not concerned with
decisions at all, and might more properly be thought of as a theory of supervision under
control, where the supervisor/leader has high clarity and follower support.

Vroom and Jago (2007) view the theory through a different lens and contend that the practical
applications of the theory, though not yet developed, would be to the training, rather than
selection as in the Trait Theory, or placement, as in Fiedler’s model. They develop this point
by suggesting that this training would go beyond leader-initiating structure and leaderconsideration and would include requisite skills to diagnose the situation and select
appropriate behavioural responses to that diagnosis.

Normative Decision Theory
A number of other contingency style models of leadership have addressed the relationship of
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leadership decision-making style to group performance and morale. The best known of these
is Normative Decision Theory originally presented by Vroom and Yetton (1973), and further
developed by Vroom and Jago (1988), Vroom (2000), Vroom and Jago (2007). This theory
deals specifically with the manner and degree to which the leader involves others in the
decision-making process. The original normative model (Vroom and Yetton, 1973) is
prescriptive, with the authors identifying five decision-making processes, ranging from a
highly autocratic leadership style in which the leader makes the decision alone, without
consulting with subordinates, through consultative, in which the leader makes the decision,
but after consulting with subordinates, to participative. The dimension which underlies the
range of decision-making styles is the degree to which the leader allows the followers to
participate in the process of decision-making (Chemers, 1984).

Like other contingency theories, Normative Decision Theory proposes that the effective
leadership style depends on situational circumstances. The distinct roles that situational
variables play in the leadership process, as identified by Vroom and Jago (2007) are threefold:
(i) organisational effectiveness is affected by situational factors not under leader control. In
open systems goal attainment is also influenced by external variables such as enactment of
new legislation, new technologies etc., resulting in the fact that these factors have significant
effects on organisational effectiveness, thus making it difficult to discern leadership effects.
(ii) situations shape how leaders behave, with leaders being affected by their environments,
socio-cultural contexts and situations, as well as by conditions that predispose them to certain
behaviours; (iii) situations influence the consequences of leader behaviour. While
management theory proposes maxims which push decision-making down, enlarge jobs, place
trust in people, each of these maxims is situation free (Vroom and Jago, 2007). They thus
argue that normative theories require situation qualifiers, as actions must be tailored to fit the
demands of each situation, as a leadership style in one situation may prove ineffective in a
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different situation.
The leadership and organizational theories discussed above are more focused on the leader’s
actions and behaviours, on the individual “in charge” and also with the more formal aspects of
the organisation. In this conceptualisation, the leader or the “heroic principal” is the prime
actor, with followers making their appearance in relation to certain leader-subordinate
relationships. There was a recognition among some theorists, however, that there should be a
consideration of the relationship between leader and followers, as heroic models were too
dependent on individual capabilities and were restrictive in achieving sustainable school level
change and improvement (Fullan, 2001; Copland, 2003).

Also, in the current era of accountability, with a myriad of demands being placed on schools,
the job of the school principal has become increasingly complex, being perceived as being
“too big for one person” (Grubb and Flessa, 2006: 518). This argument is very much in line
with that of educational researchers and analysts who call for a new definition of leadership in
the current era. Storey (2004) argues that the leadership solution can be seen as having
progressed through two phases. First, there has been an emphasis on the transformational
model of leadership, which is closely associated with the concept of the charismatic leader
who had a capacity to create new meanings, coupled with an ability to see the big picture and
the skill of winning commitment and support from others. Storey further asserts that the
second phase arises from the growing doubts and disenchantment with the charismatic, heroic
model.

The new wisdom is that no single leader can handle the complexity and enormity of what
is currently required of school leaders. Thus, in the latter two decades of the twentieth
century, as school organisations grew in complexity, traditional leadership parameters became
outmoded and were superseded by the idea that leadership should and must be seen as
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distributed throughout a school rather than vested in one person (O’Donoghue and Clarke,
2010). While leadership is a very broad concept, the growing interest in distributed
leadership reflects an effort to re-conceptualise leadership in schools, by exploring how
leadership is spread across a variety of roles and to explore the variety of roles (Firestone and
Martinez, 2007).

2.2 Distributed Leadership
While distributed leadership is a concept that is finding increased support among policymakers and practitioners, the concept is far from new and as far back as the 1950s, the
possibility of leadership displaying a distributed pattern or configuration was posed by
Gibb in 1954 in the first edition of “Handbook of Social Psychology”(Harris, 2005).
Gronn (2009) indicates that the heritage of thinking which provides the foundations for
the currently “in vogue” concept is considerably more extensive than was initially
believed.

Emergence of Distributed Leadership as a Concept
While Gibb was the first to use the words distributed leadership, alternative perspectives were
already being discussed by certain theorists. As far back as 1924, Mary Parker Follett
introduced the concept law of the situation. This law stated that rather than following the lead
of the person with formal authority in a situation, one should follow the lead of the person
with the most knowledge pertaining to the situation at hand (Pearce and Conger, 2003).
Benne and Sheats (1948: 41) discussed the notion of leadership as shared between leaders and
followers, thus:
Groups may operate with various degrees of diffusion of leadership functions among
group members, or of concentration of such functions in one member or a few
members. Ideally, of course, the concept of leadership emphasised here is that of a
multilaterally shared responsibility.
The work of George Graen et al (1975), building on Social Network Theory, introduced the
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Vertical Dyad Linkage Model, which proposed that a leader develops a particular exchange
with his/her subordinates. In this dyadic relationship, the exchange might range from a
positive one, whereby the subordinate is given freedom and autonomy in a work-related role,
and is thereby associated with subordinate satisfaction, to one where the subordinate is
controlled and restrained. Where the dyadic relationship is one of good interpersonal
relationships the actors feel better about themselves, each other and their work. The
importance of this research is that it re-directs our attention to the relationship between leader,
follower and situation and encourages a broader and more dynamic approach to the study of
the leadership phenomenon (Chemers,1984).

While the Vertical Dyadic Linkage Model does not examine the causes of good and poor
exchanges, it does consider the notion of the importance of follower effects on the leadership
process. It highlights the need for an analysis on the relationship between leader and follower
in the context of the situation, in keeping with the Contingency Theory perspective. Indeed, it
may be argued that most contemporary theories of leadership adopt a Contingency Theory
perspective based on three main premises: (i) the focus of the leader on goal-directed task
functions; (ii) the use of heroic, autocratic styles of leadership versus participative styles; (iii)
control of the socio-cultural or situational context on the organisation.

It is then proposed that the concept of distributed leadership is one very significant and
contemporary lens through which to analyse leadership practice.

Definitions of Distributed Leadership
While current discourses on school improvement downplay the traditional notion of the
single, strong leader, schools are being drawn in a direction where there is a shifting emphasis
in education from individual to collective responsibility (Fullan, 2001; de Lima, 2008).
Distributed leadership is one prominent conceptualisation of leadership prevalent in the
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current discourse about leadership practice in schools. In fact, distributed leadership has been
described as “being in vogue” and “undoubtedly being the leadership idea of the moment”
(Harris, 2008:13).

At the outset and, on the basis of a review of the literature, it is important to point out that the
concept of distributed leadership overlaps with and shares a common language with other
conceptualisations of leadership practice, notably shared (Cox et al, 2003; Mayo et al, 2003;
Pearce and Conger, 2003), participative (Vroom and Jago, 1998), democratic (Woods, 2004),
collective (Contractor et al, 2012) leadership. Each of these perspectives conceptualises
leadership as a dispersed, social phenomenon with the loci of leadership being integrated
across leaders, followers and contexts. The accumulation of these overlapping concepts,
however, has resulted in the precise meaning of distributed leadership being obscured as it has
become a catch-all phrase for any type of devolved leadership practice in schools (Harris,
2007).

Thus, to address any conceptual ambiguity and, because definitions of distributed leadership
vary widely, before proceeding, it is necessary to put the concept under the microscope and
examine definitions of what it means before assessing how it is practised within the situation
and context of the school. It must also be remembered that, while distributed leadership tends
to be seen as normatively a good thing, it is also a contested concept, with competing and
sometimes conflicting interpretations of the term, resulting in there being no unified position
about the specifics of what constitutes distributed leadership (Gunter and Ribbins, 2003;
Harris, 2008; Timperley, 2009).
The central tenet of the distributed conceptualisation of leadership is that of flatter, informal
and more laterally constructed organisational structures, associated with being positioned in
an oppositional way to vertical, hierarchical and formal leadership practices (Harris,2008).
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The basic notion of distributed leadership is outlined thus by Yukl (2002:432):
An alternative perspective to the heroic, single leader that is slowly gaining more
adherents is to define leadership as a shared process of enhancing the individual and
collective capacity of people to accomplish their work effectively ..... Instead of a
heroic leader who can perform all ..... essential leadership functions are distributed
among different members of the team or organisation.

There is general agreement among all researchers and analysts that achieving results with
others is the essence of leadership and that the role of transformational leadership is to help
others find and embrace new goals, individually and collectively (Hallinger and Heck, 2003).
Copland (2003: 376) views it as:
a set of functions or qualities shared across a much broader segment of the school
community that encompasses administration, teachers and other professionals and
community members both internal and external to the school.
Woods et al (2004) define distributed leadership as an emergent property of a group or
network of interacting individuals engaged in concertive action, creating a new organisational
culture based on trust. Woods further outlines the dangers and irrelevance of the single heroic
leader and the possible benefits of tapping into the ideas, creativity, skills and initiative of all
or the majority of those in a group or organisation.

Another conceptualisation with which most authors seem to agree is that distributed
leadership is not the same as dividing responsibilities and tasks among individuals who
perform certain defined organisational roles, but instead, it comprises dynamic interactions
between multiple leaders and followers (Timperley, 2009). As a further articulation of this
view, Copland (2003) cogently makes the point that leadership of this nature is more than just
the sum of individual efforts but “implied in the construct is a dynamism that extends beyond
simply better articulations of divisions in task responsibility” (p. 378). Rather, leadership
practice is framed as a product of school leaders, followers and their situation, with practice
taking shape at the intersection of these three elements (Spillane, 2006; Spillane et al, 2007).
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A number of researchers espouse the potential of distributed forms of leadership to generate
improvements in teaching and learning and promote successful instructional and school
improvement (Camburn et al, 2003; Harris and Muijs, 2005; Southworth, 2009). Southworth
(2009) makes a valuable contribution to this debate by proposing that the idea of distributed
leadership recognises that many leaders are needed in schools with peer leadership among
teachers, learning assistants and support staff being essential if schools are to become
powerful learning organisations. He further asserts that what should be distributed is
learning-centred leadership as schools need as many leaders as possible making a positive
difference to what happens in classrooms.
Southworth’s thesis offers a similar perspective to Elmore’s (2000) powerful and cogent
argument for a re-definition of leadership centred around the idea of distributed leadership as
the means to attain improvement of instruction.
In a knowledge-intensive enterprise like teaching and learning, there is no way to
perform the complex tasks involved without distributing the responsibilities for
leadership and creating a common culture that makes this distributed leadership
coherent. (Elmore, 2000:5).
Elmore offers deeper insights into the how of practice by suggesting five principles that
lay the foundation for a model of distributed leadership focused on large-scale improvement.
These include:
▪ The purpose of leadership is the improvement of instructional practice and performance.
▪ Improvement requires continuous learning, both by individuals and groups.
▪ Leaders lead by exemplifying the values and behaviours they want others to adopt.
▪ The roles and activities of leadership flow from the expertise required for learning and
improvement, not from the formal diktats of the institution.
▪ The exercise of authority requires reciprocity of accountability and capacity.
If these principles were to work effectively, Elmore contends that leadership roles would be
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defined in terms of five spheres, Policy, Professional, System, School and Practice. By
developing this comprehensive understanding of distributed leadership practice, Elmore
pushes the field to relocate the authority and responsibility for improving teaching and
learning and, thereby sets the stage for a deeper conceptual discussion of distributed
leadership as it applies to schools (Copland, 2003).

Descriptive and Normative orientations
There is evidence, however of a divergence between those theorists who adopt a descriptive
orientation on distributed leadership and those who adopt a more normative orientation. The
normative lens on distributed leadership moves the field closer to the realms of prediction,
with the focus centred on addressing how better and more effective forms of distributed
leadership practice might be generated. (Harris, 2007).

Timperley (2009) suggests that much of the writing on distributed leadership (Gronn, 2003;
Spillane et al, 2004) is essentially descriptive, due to the relative infancy of research into
distributed leadership, with the central task of this descriptive approach being to develop
frameworks and analytical tools to identify how leadership is distributed. In adopting this
stance, Spillane (2005) proposes that distributed leadership is a conceptual and diagnostic tool
for thinking about school leadership and is not a prescription for how school leadership
should be practised.
What matters for instructional improvement and student achievement is not that
leadership is distributed but how it is distributed. Descriptive theory building is
essential before causal links between distributed leadership, instructional improvement
and student outcomes can be established. (Spillane, 2005: 149)
Because empirical research is in its infancy, Grubb and Flessa’s (2006) empirical study is
particularly pertinent in supporting Spillane’s descriptive orientation. The study describes the
experiences of 10 schools that have experimented with alternative arrangements for school
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leadership as, in the current era of accountability, the job of the school principal has become
increasingly complex due to increased accountability mandates and the requirements of
external policy initiatives. The study observed 3 non-traditional, alternative models and
observed schools (i) with 2 co-principals (3 co-principals in one case), (ii) an approach of a
rotating principal and (iii) a small school with no principal where teachers divided the
principal’s tasks among themselves.

While the findings of the study indicate the need for researchers to consider a variety of
non-traditional, alternative distributed approaches to school leadership, the argument is
cogently made that, as the study is the first attempt to analyse a variety of schools with
non-traditional approaches, it will take considerable time before alternative leadership
approaches are understood well enough to search for causal proof of their effectiveness.
Consequently [the study] is heavily descriptive, although, we also clarify the analytic
and causal issues emerging from these schools. Of course, it is much too early to
decide the question of whether some non-traditional approaches improve instruction
and outcomes including test scores and progression through school, although some
approaches have promising characteristics. (Grubb and Flessa, 2006: 521).

Gronn (2002) also adopts a descriptive orientation and endeavours to develop a
classification of distributed leadership by proposing a numerical view of leadership
practice, whereby leadership is dispersed among some, many or possibly all members of
the organisation. This numerical view on leadership allows for all organisational members to
be leaders at some stage. This is central to a definition of distributed leadership.

In addition, there is also a considerable normative literature on distributed leadership. Those
who adopt this alternative normative orientation (Camburn et al 2003; Copland, 2003; Harris,
2005; Harris and Muijs,2005) are strong advocates for the potential of distributed leadership
to generate improvements in teaching and learning. An implicit assumption underpinning
their work is the perceived desirability of distributing leadership across the organisations, as
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such distribution has the potential to build capacity within the school (Day et al, 2002,
Timperley, 2005). The creation of a normative environment in schools is characterised by an
emphasis on high levels of collaboration and collegial interaction among teachers, with the
development of continuous improvement in schools where teacher effort is focused on skill
acquisition to achieve specific goals (Elmore, 2000).

Empirical research (Camburn et al, 2003; Copland, 2003; Mayrowetz et al, 2007) undertaken
from a normative perspective is associated with school reform and re-structuring efforts. This
work, which when focused on inquiry-based approaches, is less concerned about developing
taxonomies than identifying whether more leadership positions have been created (Timperley,
2005).

In the context of a region-wide renewal effort conducted in the San Francisco Bay Area,
Copland’s (2003) longitudinal study, undertaken within a sample of 16 schools engaged in
reform, suggests that the distribution of leadership functions across a school, when given
adequate time and personnel to engage with the tasks, can provide the capacity necessary to
sustain and deepen reforms. Thus:
the research calls for a new look across all school roles within school systems, with a
mission to distribute and sustain the functions of leadership within the broader school
community (Copland, 2003: 394).
Similarly, Mayrowetz et al (2007) use a prescriptive definition and revive and elaborate on
Work Design Theory, specifically Hackman and Oldham’s Job Characteristics Model (JCM)
to examine and understand distributed leadership in schools. They contend that the
introduction of distributed leadership initiatives in schools will require organisational restructuring. This re-structuring involves teachers becoming more formal leaders and
beginning to conceive of their roles differently. They must assume responsibilities beyond
their classrooms for the purpose of overall school improvement. In this sense, the authors
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suggest that the use of the term in a prescriptive sense sees distributed leadership as a path to
school improvement and deeper reform efforts.
We believe that re-defined and re-designed work in schools can lead to motivated and
better equipped educators with a broader view of their schools and that these
educators, in turn, will perform leadership functions that will both deepen and
lengthen reform efforts (Mayrowetz et al, 2007: 95).

Despite the differences, however, between those who take a descriptive stance and those who
take a normative stance, there is a general consensus that further empirical work is needed to
provide rich data on leadership practices and activities in schools, using a distributed
framework (Spillane et al, 2004; Timperley, 2005). The argument may also be made that
distributed leadership is both a descriptive and normative concept. Research which integrates
both concepts of distributed leadership, in suitably modified forms, is likely to be a productive
and effective way of forging stronger links between distributed leadership and positive
educational and instructional outcomes (Robinson, 2008).

2.3 Seminal Work of James P. Spillane and Peter Gronn
This section outlines the approaches of two seminal theorists, James Spillane and Peter
Gronn, whose conceptualisations inform this research. I have chosen these seminal theorists
for 2 primary reasons: (i) in theoretical terms the most contemporary and robust analysis of
distributed leadership is located within their work (Harris and Muijs, 2005), (ii) because
distributed leadership does not have a broad empirical base, they both utilise the concept as a
diagnostic and analytical tool for thinking about leadership and not as a prescription for how
it should be practised.

Spillane
The work of Spillane et al (2004) and Spillane (2005, 2006, 2009) has sparked a keen and
renewed interest in leadership practice in schools and, more particularly on the interactions
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between leaders, followers and their situations, as their theory reinforces the notion that there
are multiple sources of influence within any school organisation (Harris, 2012). In
developing this perspective on leadership, Spillane (2005, 2006) asserts that a distributed
perspective frames leadership in a particular way, “it is a product of school leaders, followers
and aspects of their situations, such as tools and routines (Spillane, 2006:3). In this
conceptualisation, leadership practice is primarily about interactions between the many rather
than the few, it is not simply about roles and positions, nor a function of leaders’ actions, but
rather a reciprocal interdependency is created between individuals’ actions (Spillane,
2005). Thus, when viewed through this lens, the distributed perspective moves the focus from
the school principal as the solo leader, to include other potential leaders in the school
organisation, in both formal and informal positions.

Distributed Cognition
Spillane’s (2005, 2006) distributed conceptual frame draws heavily from distributed
cognition. Distributed cognition theorists follow the lead given by Leon’tev (1981) and
Vygotsky (1978) and, instead of dwelling on cognition in the head, distributed cognition
theorists focused especially on the cognitive properties within actor-tool-activity interactions
and networks (Halverson and Clifford, 2006). Distributed cognition proposes that human
knowledge and cognition are not confined to the individual, but are distributed in
the interactive web of actors, artefacts and situation, relying on certain cultural tools and ways
of being that are valued in particular contexts (Spillane et al, 2004; Spillane, 2006). Thus,
distributed cognition is largely concerned with sources and patterns of influence that occur
within organisations (Harris, 2009). It is mostly concerned with using existing organisational
capacities more fully, thereby leading to the assumption that a considerable amount of value
can be added to school organisational effectiveness by making better use of existing
capacities, without the requirement to learn new capacities (Leithwood et al, 2009).
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Spillane’s theory of distributed leadership is, thereby, formed around the relations between
structure and human agency, arguing that human agency concerns the actions of individuals
within the context of structure. In this view, activity is a product of what the actor knows,
believes and does, in and through particular social, cultural and material context (Spillane et
al, 2004). Spillane et al further argue that in keeping with distributed cognition, situation is
not external to leadership activity, but is one of its core constituting elements.
In applying a distributed cognition perspective to leadership practice in schools, Spillane’s
frame is informed, in particular, by the work of Hutchins (1995). In his book
Cognition in the Wild, Hutchins argues that human cognition and knowledge are not confined
to an individual, but instead are distributed by placing knowledge on the objects, individuals
and tools in our environment. Hutchins, using insights from sociology, cognitive science and
the psychology of Vygotsky and while working in the University of San Diego, studied how
navigation is coordinated on US navy ships around San Diego. Following Vygotsky, he
posited the argument that the mind is in the world, as opposed to the world being in the mind
and that the knowledge and cognition necessary to operate a naval ship are distributed across
individuals, objects and tools in the environment.

Similarly, in How a cockpit remembers its speed (1995), Hutchins focuses on the task of
piloting a small aeroplane to reveal how the network of tools and practices functions in the
cockpit. Hutchins uses the task of speed control in a plane to show how cognition consists of
interaction between the pilot and the features designed into cockpit instruments. A consistent
finding in a distributed cognition analysis is that certain features in an environment which
seem innocuous often play a critical role in the task (Halverson and Clifford, 2006).

Harris (2008) makes the argument, however, that it remains questionable how far distributed
cognition provides us with a robust theory of distributed leadership and that the theoretical
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superimposition of borrowed concepts and frameworks has some inherent weaknesses. These
include: (i) a transfer of theory from one discipline to another inevitably results in some
limitation of understanding, as these are different disciplines, with different epistemological
frameworks; (ii) descriptive cognition is a descriptive rather than a prescriptive theory and,
because education is a discipline where the testing of ideas is fundamental, if distributed
leadership theory is to prove ultimately useful in the sphere of schooling, it will have to move
to the normative and prescriptive.

Despite the alternative arguments being presented by those taking a normative stance or a
descriptive stance, the argument may be made that the application of distributed cognition to
the development of the distributed leadership conceptualisation emphasises the potential of
lateral agency and social distribution of leadership to enable the development of
organisational cultures. What is significant about theories of distributed cognition is that they
point to different sets of capacities that exist, not alone within individual members of an
organisation, but also in the technical and physical artefacts in which people find themselves
(Leithwood et al, 2009). This conceptualisation of leadership focuses on how historically and
culturally situated influences on individual cognition enable this cognition being distributed
through the material and social artefacts of the school environment (Timperley, 2005).

In short, distributed cognition implies that learning takes place through interactions within
and across various teams and distributing leadership thus implies crossing or dismantling
strong structural boundaries within an organisation (Harris, 2008). Spillane (2006), one of
the leading proponents of distributed leadership suggests that a distributed perspective is best
thought of as a framework for thinking about and analysing leadership and is not a blueprint
for doing leadership more effectively. It involves two aspects: the leader-plus and the
practice aspects (Spillane, 2006).
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Distributed Leadership Study
Spillane et al (2004:11) define school leadership as “the identification, acquisition, allocation,
co-ordination and use of social, material and cultural resources necessary to establish the
conditions for the possibility of teaching and learning.” They develop their distributed
perspective around two key assumptions: (i) school leadership is best understood through
considering leadership tasks and (ii) leadership practice is generated in the interactions of
leaders, followers and the school’s situation or context.

Spillane et al (2004) illuminate their argument by drawing on rich empirical data and
illustrate by using examples concerning instructional innovation. The Distributed Leadership
Study (2001, 2004) remains the largest contemporary study of distributed leadership practice
(Harris, 2008). This four-year longitudinal mixed-methods study in Chicago was designed to
evaluate school leadership practice and was funded by the National Science Foundation and
the Spencer Foundation in the United States. The multi-methods research design included
observations, in-depth interviews with school principals, school principals’ responses to openended scenarios, school staff questionnaires, Experience Sampling Method (ESM) logs and
End of Day (EOD) principal’s log.

The study was underpinned by a recognition that leadership practice is not solely a function of
a single individual’s (principal) ability, charisma and/or cognition, but can be practised by
those who have no formal leadership position, such as classroom teachers. Spillane et al
(2004) also consider that socio-cultural context is an integral, defining element of leadership
activity. A key point in their theory is that the concept of distributed leadership offers a way
of approaching the practical problems of school leadership. Spillane (2006) suggests that
distributed leadership is a fact of school life and that a distributed perspective makes it
possible for the work of leadership to be manageable. Thinking about leadership from a
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distributed perspective, therefore, is essential.

Individuals who single-handedly try to lead complex organisations like schools set
themselves up for failure. Getting beyond the heroic plot is imperative......... It is
unrealistic to expect any school principal to know everything about leading complex
organisations like schools. This is all too much for one person. (Spillane, 2006: 8788).

In addressing the core work of school leadership, which is constructed as leading
improvement in teaching and learning, and in developing a school culture conducive to
conversations about the core technology of instruction, Spillane et al (2004) and Spillane
(2006) suggest that one of the main challenges facing education over several decades is
understanding practice as a basis for thinking about its improvement. Spillane further posits
the view that a distributed perspective is essentially about leadership practice.

A distributed perspective is first and foremost about leadership practice. This practice
is framed in a very particular way, as a product of the joint interactions of school
leaders, followers and aspects of their situation such as tools and routines. (Spillane,
2006: 3).
Spillane (2006) further argues that in a distributed perspective on leadership, three
elements are essential: (i) leadership practice is the central concern; (ii) leadership
practice is generated in the interactions of leaders, followers and their situation, with each
element being essential for leadership practice; (iii) the situation defines leadership practice
and is itself defined through leadership practice
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Fig. 2.1 Leadership practice from a Distributed Perspective. (Spillane, 2006:3)

Task-centred Approach
Spillane et al’s (2004) detailed research project seeks to provide the requisite “blank
spots” in the knowledge-base. The narratives, thus, centre on the tasks around which school
leaders organise their practice. They consider the macro-functions as well as the microfunctions “that are essential for successful execution” (p.11) of these macro-functions and
develop their perspective around four central ideas: leadership tasks and functions, enacting
leadership tasks, the social distribution of task enactment and the situational distribution of
task enactment.

Leadership tasks and functions. In adopting a task-centred approach as a means of accessing
leadership practice, Spillane et al (2004) posit the view that because school leaders do not
work solely in reaction to their environment, their analysis is focused on understanding the
task structures that inform and guide school leaders’ work. In endeavouring to construct a
definition of leadership tasks, Spillane et al (2004:13) identify several key functions that are
important for instructional leadership:
-

constructing and selling an instructional vision
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-

procuring and distributing resources, including materials, time, support and
compensation

-

supporting teacher growth and development, both individually and collectively

-

providing both summative and formative monitoring of instruction and innovation

-

establishing a school climate in which disciplinary issues do not dominate
instructional issues.

Due to the fragmentary nature of leadership practice in schools, focusing on these macrofunctions alone, however, will not enable a complete understanding of leadership practice – it
is also essential to identify the micro-tasks that contribute to the enactment of the macrotasks (Spillane et al, 2004). They thus contend that the research challenge in understanding
leadership practice is to reconstruct “through observation and interview, whatever links exist
between the macro-functions and micro-tasks of school leadership (p.14). They illustrate this
point by citing the example of the particulars of a task, such as facilitating a teacher workshop
on Mathematics instruction, as depending on the level of knowledge of the participating
teachers and the skills one requires teachers to develop.

Enacting leadership tasks. To gain deep insight into leadership practice, it is necessary to
understand a task from the perspective of the practitioner. The ways in which leadership tasks
are enacted may be important when it comes to influencing what teachers do. Analysing
leadership activity “involves understanding how leaders define, present and carry out their
tasks” (Spillane et al, 2004: 15). Based on their empirical research, Spillane et al’s analysis
proposes that when it comes to enacting tasks considered essential for instructional
innovation, school leaders’ pedagogical knowledge, as well as their beliefs about teacher
learning may have an influence on how they present and enact these tasks. Elaborating on
this perspective, Spillane et al (2004) assert that, when one assumes a distributed perspective,
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task-enactment becomes more complicated, as it is not just a function of individual skill and
knowledge, but is spread across people and situations.

The social distribution of task enactment. From a distributed perspective, the enactment of
leadership tasks extends beyond those in formal leadership positions and includes multiple
individuals at both formal and informal levels. Spillane et al (2004) thereby contend that
understanding how various leaders in a school work together to enact leadership tasks is a key
aspect of the social distribution of leadership practice. They further argue that this social
distribution is much more than an additive model, thus acknowledging a division of labour in
the enactment of tasks. Rather, it involves understanding how leadership practice is stretched
over the work of various school leaders. In this frame, the interdependencies among the core
constituting elements of leadership activity, i.e. leaders, followers and their situation are
central.

In arriving at this perspective, Spillane et al (2004) contend that interdependency emerges
when the enactment of a leadership task depends on the interplay between two or more actors.
In their empirical research, they observed interdependency between different activities and,
thereby, propose that the enactment of certain leadership tasks depends on resources
generated from prior tasks. They illustrate this point by presenting a vignette from one of
their research schools (Carson), whereby a leadership activity, such as determining
instructional priorities, is dependent on completion of another leadership task, i.e. receiving,
analysing and interpreting students’ results.

A final core aspect of the social distribution of leadership practice is concerned with the role
of followers, in that practice. From a distributed perspective, “followers are an essential
constituting element of leadership activity” (Spillane et al, 2004: 19). Leaders are dependent
on the followers they lead and followers, not alone influence leaders’ practice and behaviours,
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but are a defining element of that leadership activity.
The situational distribution of leadership practice. Similar to Contingency Theorists, Spillane
et al (2004) argue that leadership practice is situated. Their approach to situation differs from
Contingency Theorists, however, in four fundamental ways: the positioning of situation in
relation to leadership activity, the relations between situation and leadership, the critical
aspects of situation and the aspects of situation that merit attention.
Spillane’s approach differs from Contingency Theory in that in the latter approach, situation
or context is outside and working independently to influence leadership activity. In keeping
with Distributed Cognition, however, the perspective proffered by Spillane et al (2004) argues
that situation “is not external to leadership activity, but is one of its core constituting
elements” (p. 20). Situation is very much part of practice and serves to influence leadership
activity from within the activity, being stretched over the many facets of the school situation,
including tools, language and organisational structure. In their definition, structure refers, not
only to the organisational structures, but also to broader societal structures and the way they
influence human agency and the interactions between leaders and followers, in enacting
school leadership.
“Communities of Practice”
In developing this point, Spillane et al (2004) draw on the work of Wenger (1998) to
illuminate on how situation is constructed as the socio-cultural context or “reifications of
practices” (p.21) that exemplify school leadership activity. In respect of this point, Etienne
Wenger (2008) proposes that individuals are social beings and membership of organisations is
reflective of social participation. Wenger’s theory further suggests that people’s identities are
constructed in relation to their participation in “communities of practice.” In fact, people
belong to several “communities of practice” at any given time and ways of knowing can be
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derived from participation in these communities. In the context of organisations, “it means
that learning is an issue of sustaining the interconnected communities of practice through
which an organisation knows what it knows and thus becomes effective and valuable as an
organisation” (Wenger, 2008:8).
From this perspective, “communities of practice” are constitutive of shared histories of
learning and evolve through the processes of participation and reification, interacting and
intertwining over time. Through the process of reification, the organisation produces and
projects meanings and forms which can “re-focus our attention and force us into new relations
with the world” (Wenger, 2008: 88). This perspective is of value in enabling understanding
of leadership activity, as a school community is comprised of many forms of participation and
school leadership is mediated by the “communities of practice” in which “meanings are
negotiated in practice” (Wenger, 2008: 85). Considering these conceptual issues, a key
challenge in adopting a distributed leadership framework and, influencing the current research
is to identify and analyse aspects of the situation that constitute leadership activity in schools.

Types of Leadership Distribution
From a distributed perspective and, in analysing the interdependencies and interactions
between leaders, followers and their situation that are constitutive of leadership practice,
Spillane (2006) identifies three types of distribution: collaborated distribution, collective
distribution and coordinated distribution. The enactment of these models of co-performance
is more than formal delegation (Gunter et al, 2013). It is constructed in the development of a
“negotiated order” between leaders and followers. Leaders are dependent on the followers
they lead and “followers are best understood as a composing element of leadership activity”
(Spillane et al, 2004: 19).
Collaborated distribution. This type of co-performance is carried out by two or more leaders
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working together, at one place and time, to enact the same leadership routine. This routine
could be a subject department planning meeting. Spillane (2006) indicates that this type of
leadership practice was relatively commonplace in his research study schools. Collaborated
distribution was more common in some routines, such as curriculum committee meetings,
than in other leadership routines, such as monitoring or evaluation instruction.

Collective distribution. This involves two or more leaders co-performing a leadership routine
by, working separately, but interdependently. Examples of this type of routine include
instructional monitoring and evaluation, as part of school procedures for school improvement,
self-evaluation and teacher development. In an endeavour to link teacher evaluation to
teacher development, Spillane (2006) cites as example from Ellis, one of his research schools,
where an Assistant Principal, who has an informal rapport with teachers, would visit
classrooms regularly and provide formative evaluation. The principal, on the other hand,
would make formal visits and provide summative evaluation. Thus, teacher evaluation
involves separate, but interdependent practices, to enable a whole-school procedure being
enacted.
Coordinated distribution. Coordinated distribution is enacted when leadership routines are
performed in a particular sequence, for example, to use, as in the case of Adams School,
student progress data to agree instructional targets. The sequence of steps in such a routine
could include administering assessment tests, analyzing results, interpreting the data,
reporting assessment results to staff during committee or staff meetings and identifying and
agreeing strategies for improvement.
The significance of Spillane’s seminal work for the current research study is that it provides a
lens and frame to think about and conceptualise leadership practice in schools. In short, this
perspective “is both a diagnostic and design tool that offers a lens on leadership practice
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within schools” (Harris and Spillane, 2008:33). The model moves away from the solo, heroic
leader to an integrative model focusing on the interactions and interdependencies between
multiple leaders and followers, taking cognisance of the context of the particular school.
Spillane’s conceptual frame is also grounded in a rich empirical base. This integration of
theory with empirical evidence provides the researcher with the requisite tools to analyse the
how and why of leadership activity in schools.

Gronn
Peter Gronn, another seminal scholar in the field of distributed school leadership offers a
powerful conceptual lens on distributed leadership, which will also be used to contextualise
this research study. Gronn (2003:5), in referring to what he terms “greedy work”, suggests
that leadership tasks and responsibilities have grown and increased in schools in the current
era, due in part to the pressures of complex, changing task environments, which require the
coordination of collective intelligence to solve problems. Thus, in devising a new
architecture for leadership, Gronn (2000:317) seeks to address a fundamental question, “What
is to be done with leadership?”

The general thrust of his analysis is that students and practitioners of leadership would be
better served by a conception of leadership which offers an alternative to the heroic leader and
focused leadership paradigm. He thus argues for a unit of analysis which encompasses
patterns of distributed leadership. The second related question is posed by Gronn in a later
analysis:
Given the close conceptual links between distributed leadership and such longstanding organisational phenomena as power, influence, coordination, collective
decision-making and delegated authority, a key question for proponents of distributed
leadership is what this idea adds by way of value (2008:142).
In addressing these issues, Gronn’s main argument is that a distributed understanding is
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well aligned with the current, consistently changing division of labour, as new workplace
imperatives are generating forms of interdependence between organisational personnel, which
stimulate different forms of work coordination. Gronn defines leadership as “a status ascribed
to one individual, to an aggregate of separate individuals or to sets of small numbers of
individuals acting in concert or larger plural-member organisational units” (2002:428). He
further argues that influence can potentially be attributed to all organisational members, not
just those in managerial roles. He extends this point by stating that managers may be leaders,
but not necessarily by virtue of them being managers. The duration of any attributed
influence may be short or long term.

Activity-Theory
The theoretical basis of Gronn’s conceptualisation of distributed leadership is underpinned by
cultural-historical Activity Theory (A.T.). Gronn privileges Engestrom’s (1999) framework.
Activity Theory has its roots in the theory proposed by Vygotsky (1978) and his colleagues
Leont’ev and Luria, the central premise being that consciousness emerges from social
practice (Oswald and Engelbrecht, 2013). The theory represents a moving away from an
exclusively psychological approach to a focus on the structure of activities as historically
constituted entities (Wenger, 1998).
Engestrom’s (2008) work has expanded on Vygotsky’s model and he offers a three-pronged
theoretical construct. (1) An activity system is a collective formation that has a complex
mediational structure. (2) Contradictions both within and between activity systems are a key
to understanding, not alone the sources of trouble, but also the innovative and developmental
potentials and transformation of activity. (3) Engestrom uses and expands on Vygotsky’s
theory on “zone of proximal development” to characterise the developmental potential of
collective activity systems, interacting with other activity systems, both supportive and
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adversarial. Vygotsky’s concept proposed that the potential for human development can be
understood if one examines what a person can do, with the help of another, rather than
examining the person alone, without support or interaction.

Engestrom (2008) develops his stance by proposing that activities are systems that produce
events and actions and evolve over long periods of socio-historical time. He presents a model
revealing the multiple mediations in activity.
Instruments

Subject

Object

Rules

Outcome

Division of Labour
Community

Fig. 2.2 The mediational structure of an activity system (Engestrom, 2008:26)

An activity is given meaning arising from an interplay between the subjects (actors) and task
domain (objects) mediated by instruments (tools, symbols, representations). Less visible
social mediators of activity include rules, community and division of labour.
Engestrom (2008:27) also stresses the “multivoiced and multilayered” nature of activity
systems. An activity system is a community of multiple points of view, traditions and
interests. There is an emphasis on the division of labour creating different positions for the
participants. The activity system has multiple layers, with work being mediated by tools and
performed in conditions of joint, collective activity.
Gronn’s definition of labour fits neatly into this model and includes the totality of tasks in the
school workplace, along with the technologies, i.e. tools and the knowledge required for the
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completion of these tasks. Together with this technical side of the division of labour, there is
also a social side of the division of labour which is based on the values, interests and ethos of
the groups. Gronn (2001) argues that inherent in the division of labour is:
A dialectical imperative encompassing both fragmentation and fusion. This duality of
differentiation-integration inherent in a division of labour is the source of emerging
new forms of role interdependence and coordination which have resulted in distributed
patterns of leadership (p. 428).

A key allied principle of Activity Theory is historicity. Engestrom posits that activity systems
take shape and may only be understood against their own history. He further proposes that
history needs to be studied at local level and also at the level of theoretical ideas and tools that
have shaped the activity. Thus, work in a school needs to be analysed against the history of
its local organisation and also against the more global history of the concepts, procedures and
tools employed and accumulated in the local activity. The socio-cultural context of the school
is fundamental to any discussion on school leadership and the distribution of leadership in
schools.

In Activity Theory, contradictions play a central role as sources of change and development
(Engestrom, 2008). Because activities are open systems, when an activity system adopts a
new element from the outside, in the guise of a new technology or a new object, some old
elements may collide with the new one. Such contradictions, however, while they may
generate conflicts, may be viewed positively and can innovate attempts to change the activity.

Some contradictions can lead to expansive transformations in activity systems. These arise as
some of the contradictions of an activity system are aggravated and, as some individual
participants begin to question and deviate from established norms. An expansive
transformation is established when the object and motive of the activity are re-conceptualised
to include a wider range of possibilities than in the previous form of the activity (Engestrom,
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2008).

Activity systems take shape and manifest themselves only through actions performed by
individuals and groups (Engestrom, 2008). Activity Theory is particularly applicable to
professional contexts such as schools (Gronn, 2000). Because the division of labour in a
particular context will always be determined by structuring elements, such as authority,
values, interests and personalities of the members concerned and resources at their disposal
in the relations between organisational heads and their immediate subordinates,
couplings form in which the extent of the conjoint agency, resulting from the
interdependence and mutual influence of the two parties is sufficient to render
meaningless any assumptions about leadership being embodied in just one individual.
(Gronn, 2000:331 ).

Activity Theory, thus, can contribute to our understanding of how agency and structure
mutually constitute each other at the micro-level through the on-going flow of activities
(Hatcher, 2005). Activity Theory is also useful in assisting us in considering the structures,
processes and perceptions within and across specific activity systems and in analysing how
the views of stakeholders differ within the system (Fuller et al, 2013).

Numerical View of Leadership
Following on Engestrom, Gronn proposes his theory of distributed leadership. He suggests a
numerical view, whereby leadership is dispersed among some, many or possibly all members
of the organisation. This multiple sense, numerical view of leadership allows for all
organisational members to be leaders at some stage. This additive understanding does not
privilege the work of certain individuals, nor is there a presumption about which individuals’
behaviours carry more weight with colleagues (Gronn,2000). Rather, this type of leadership
is characterised by synergistic relationships and assumes that the aggregated sum of leaders’
work adds up to more than the individual parts. In this definition, distributed leadership may
be top-down, when senior leaders want to distribute leadership functions or bottom-up and
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spontaneous when collaborating teams work together within their school organisations.

Distributed Leadership as Concertive Action
Gronn attributes a second distinctive meaning to distributed leadership when he suggests that
there is also a holistic way of constructing the concept. In this second meaning, the
concertive action may take three forms: spontaneous collaboration, intuitive working relations
and institutionalised practices (Gronn, 2000).
Spontaneous collaboration. Gronn (2002) refers to and expands on the person-plus model of
Spillane et al (2001), whereby leadership is stretched over the social and situational contexts
of the school organisation. He suggests that this “concretively aligned conduct” (p. 430) is
evident in a number of ways. These may take the form of regular and anticipated tasks such
as budget meetings and staff appraisals or unanticipated forms such as crises and major
problems. One spontaneous form of spontaneous collaboration might be when individuals
with differing skills and abilities from across different levels of the organisation pool their
expertise and regularise their conduct to solve a problem, after which they may disband.
Intuitive working relations. In this instance, intuitive working relations or understandings
emerge over time when two or more members of the organisation develop close working
relationships, relying on each other and working co-jointly as co-leaders. Shared roles
emerge as “two or more members act as a joint working unit within an implicit framework of
understanding” (Gronn, 2002: 430).
Institutional practices. This third concertive form of distributed leadership may be seen in the
formal structures of the organisation, with committees and teams being their most obvious
embodiment. The structural relations in organisations may be formalised by design or by
adaptation and dissatisfaction with existing arrangements and can stimulate the search for new
design elements. In this design, a leadership group can be headed by a first among equals
(primus inter pares) or take the form of “equals with a primus.” This constitutes an
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alternative to the hierarchical system of “the lone chief atop a pyramidal structure typical of
many organisations” (Gronn, 2002: 430).

Conjoint Agency. When referring to above three forms of concertive action, Gronn discusses
the key concept of conjoint agency, which is the defining element of concertive action. In
each case, the agents synchronise their actions by having regard, not alone to
their own plans, but also to those of their peers and to their sense of unit membership.
The two main processual components of conjoint agency are: (i) the experience of
synergy, which is internal to the concertive unit and (ii) “reciprocal influence”, which is
internal in its effects and the conjoint agents both influence and are influenced in return
by one another.
Gronn (2000) cites 21 studies in the public service, in developing his stance on the two
distinguishing types of synergies worthy of further discussion: formal and informal
synergies. While informal synergies are based on friendships, formal synergies are based
on role incumbency and include 4 types: cross-hierarchy, trusteeship, parity of relations
and separation of powers.

Synergies
Formal
Cross-hierarchy

Informal
Friendship

Trusteeship
Parity of relations
Separation of powers
Fig. 2.3 Distributed leadership synergies (Gronn, 2002: 437).
Synergies
Cross-hierarchy synergies are achieved by agents negotiating their role boundaries, either
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by blurring or expanding them and with factors such as shared values, requisite psychological
space and previous experience of collaboration allowing for the depth of trust in the various
role constellations. With regard to boundary expansion, it “requires the preparedness of
organisational superiors to include junior colleagues within the locus of their authority”
(Gronn, 2002: 438).

In respect of trusteeship, Gronn suggests that the ideal synergy would be one in which trustees
and, in particular board chairs, were pro-active rather than reactive in their stewardship of
organisations. In his discussion on parity of relations, Gronn suggests that the two
alternatives to role sharing, by crossing hierarchical boundaries are “to dispense with
hierarchies or to establish multiple competing institutional structures” (2002: 440). Each
form would generate its own unique synergy.
Gronn’s argument in respect of separation of powers is that, when authority is segmented, as
in a separation of powers arrangement, a different kind of synergy is in evidence. This
segmentation is characterised by multiple agents pursuing different objectives in fluid
relationships. This situation can generate different kinds of tensions evident in boundary
disputes between separate authorities. Gronn cites an incident of how these types of tensions
might emerge in the numerous sources of leadership in the university structure, e.g.
departments, faculties etcetera. A decade’s research, however, in the Canadian health care
system “revealed shifting institution-based patterns of collective leadership of varying
strength, by different combinations of actors, resulting in sporadic achievement of change”
(Gronn, 2002: 440).
Gronn’s distributed leadership perspective has an emergent property, expressed in concertive
actions. This dynamic, holistic concept posits that leadership is more appropriately
understood as a fluid, rather than fixed phenomenon and the sum of leaders’ work adds up to
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more than the mere sum of their parts. This conceptualisation has enormous potential to
move forward our understanding of leadership by foregrounding organisational work, more
and more as the focus of analysis and discussion in an ongoing trajectory of organisational
evolution (Gronn, 2000).

An additional advantage of this participative, emergent approach is that it opens up a wide
range of development options and possibilities, as individuals can learn from each other in a
meaningful and mutually supportive way (Harris and Muijs, 2005). In this way, practice is
ultimately produced by organisational members, through the negotiation of meaning, as the
continuity of such an emergent structure derives, not from stability, but from adaptability
(Wenger, 1998). Thus, distributed roles are conceptualised, not as static and top-down, but as
aligned across various sources of leadership in a fluid and complex division of labour.

2.4 Role of the Principal in Distributed Leadership
Given the widespread interest in distributed leadership, a pertinent question which needs to be
addressed is what are the roles and implications for school principals? The literature on
distributed leadership highlights the fact that school principals are very important to school
leadership. A distributed perspective is not intended to undermine or negate the role of the
principal, but rather to provide an informative lens on how leading and managing schools
involves more than the work of the principal (Spillane et al, 2009).

Without the support of formal school leaders, distributed leadership is unlikely to flourish
(Harris, 2012). Their importance, however, is not such that school principals and school
leadership are one and the same and they must be aware that individuals who single-handedly
try to lead complex organisations are doomed to failure (Spillane, 2006). Principals, thus, are
in a critical position to move initiatives forward or kill them off and “to create leadershipdense organisations” (Murphy et al, 2009:182). A distributed perspective, however, does
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suggest a changed role for the principal and may be characterised as a move from being
someone at the apex of the organisation, making decisions, to one which is collaborative and
develops the leadership capacity of others (Harris, 2012). For many principals, supporting
distributed leadership may necessitate a transformation in their understanding of leadership
and in the ways they enact their leadership roles (Murphy et al, 2009). The framing of school
leadership, with its focus on the “leader-plus” aspect of leadership practice, also means “the
development of new skills and a new repertoire of approaches that fit the new role” (Harris,
2004:31).

Instructional Leadership
Many reformers and policy-makers propose that school principals should be instructional
leaders as well as administrative leaders of their schools (Brenninkmeyer and Spillane,
2008). While, traditionally principals have had little direct influence over the quality of
teaching and learning in the classroom, recent research into effective schools has indicated
that certain principal behaviour has affected the quality of teacher performance in the
classroom (Male and Palaiologue, 2012). The growing corpus of research on distributed
forms of leadership emphasises the importance of broadening and deepening instructional
leadership (Klar, 2012).

Thus, in any analysis of the role of the principal in distributing leadership in schools, there
needs to be a consideration of (i) how school leadership practice connects with its primary
object, i.e. the core of schooling, teaching and learning (Spillane, 2006) and (ii) how the
principal promotes the processes, procedures and activities to connect these practices.
In addressing these questions, the literature suggests that a key task for principals is to
create a collective expectation among teachers concerning student performance, with
principals ensuring that teacher expectations are aligned with the school’s instructional
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goals (Lunenburg, 2010). This learning-centred leadership is constructed as an enabling
process. It involves developing one’s colleagues as well as identifying who among the
teaching cohort can play a part in developing and supporting their teacher colleagues
(Southworth, 2009). In this co-constructed model, leadership is essentially a reciprocal
process concerned with learning together, questioning traditional assumptions, synthesising a
shared vision and constructing meaning collaboratively (Lambert, 2009). This form of
leadership is located between and among individuals and “requires viewing structure as the
vehicle for empowering others” (Harris and Muijs, 2005: 14).

The accomplishment of this goal can be achieved by the principal leading instructional
improvement in the school, through enabling and fostering the professional development of
staff. It can unfold in the interactions and “concertive actions” between subject co-ordinators,
teacher leaders (both formal and informal), middle management teams and at leadership team
meetings. In this construct of “conjoint agency”, effective leaders are aware that, while they
influence what happens in a classroom, influence is reciprocal and achievement of outcomes
is dependent on staff members enacting agreed strategies. Thus, effective principals work
carefully on their “indirect influence” on colleagues by carefully deploying strategies such as
modelling (behaviour), monitoring (classroom activity and progress) and dialogue
(Southworth. 2009:95).

The findings from a number of empirical studies highlight that principals play a central and
critical role in making distributed leadership in schools. Klar’s (2012) study, funded by
Wallace Foundation, provides findings from a multi-site case-study of three urban high
schools in the United States. In each of the case-study schools, principals sought to foster the
capacities of their subject department heads to enhance school-wide instructional leadership
capacity and to enhance student achievement. The principals in this study utilise five key
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strategies to demonstrate this potential:
▪

cultivating a shared understanding of distributed instructional leadership

▪

providing opportunities to develop instructional leadership capacity

▪

providing opportunities to be instructional leaders

▪

monitoring the needs of departmental heads and providing support

▪

demonstrating a long-term commitment to distributed leadership.

The findings provide valuable insights to inform the current research, as they indicate the
potential for distributed leadership when time, resources, clarity of roles and responsibilities,
skills development and support are provided for the role incumbents. It is also important to
note that one of the key lessons learned is the necessity to provide principals themselves with
the support and professional development to enable school-wide capacity building.
Leithwood et al’s (2009) multi-methods study, conducted in a large suburban area in Ontario,
Canada, offers some key findings worthy of debate. The most pertinent finding emerging
from the study is “the critical role played by formal school and district leaders in helping to
foster apparently productive forms of distributed leadership” (p. 223). The evidence also
suggests that:
▪

The extent to which leadership is distributed to teachers depends on administrative
initiative.

▪

In order to participate in distributed leadership, principals and teachers need to
accept new professional roles and changes need to be made to all levels of the
organisation.

▪

Principals and teachers need to accept changes in power structure.

▪

Principals can encourage distributed leadership by creating problem-solving teams to
substitute for administrative leadership. In selecting teachers to take on this
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responsibility, principals have to know what teachers are capable of doing.

In respect of the efficacy of problem-solving teams, the research of Scribner et al (2007)
suggests some cautious conclusions. Their empirical study on two teacher teams in a public
secondary school indicates that distributed leadership is a complex phenomenon, which can
be associated with the negative as well as the positive qualities of organisations. Their
findings suggest that collaborative team performance does not necessarily equate with
workers becoming more creative and innovative. Team performance may also be constrained
“when collaborative activity is too tightly bound through standardised expectations and
monitoring” (p. 95). They have discerned a thin line between organisational support and
surveillance.

Regarding this discussion, the work of Leithwood et al also indicates that the distribution of
leadership can be influenced either positively or negatively by principals’ and teachers’
willingness to view their jobs differently. The evidence highlights that distributed leadership
produces greater demands on those in formal positions to:
coordinate who performs which leadership functions, to build leadership capacities in
others, and to monitor the leadership work of those others, providing constructive
feedback to them about their efforts (Leithwood et al, 2009: 248).
Thus, the key message to be underscored here is that, for many principals, there must also be
a personal transformation in their efforts to cultivate distributed leadership and to nurture the
growth of teacher leaders (Murphy et al, 2009).

2.5 Challenges and Opportunities of Distributed Leadership Conceptualisation
Distributed leadership is now implicit in the educational discourse and practices of many
education systems and is increasingly being viewed as a contributor to organisational growth
and success (Harris, 2003). While the concept of distributed leadership is welcome, there is
considerable debate around its enactment in practice. In using a distributed perspective, the
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task of identifying leadership practice from the perspectives of those in formally designated
leadership positions and from the perspectives of followers poses a challenge for researchers
to develop instruments to capture the nuances of leadership practice across large samples of
schools (Spillane and Orlina, 2005). To understand the emergence of leadership better, it is
necessary to address leadership as a relational and interactive process traced in the collective
interactions between the various participants in the school (Helsted and Moller, 2013). This
is a key point informing the analysis in this thesis.

It must also be borne in mind that much of the analysis has remained at the conceptual level.
There is, thus, a need for empirical research to explore the practice and evaluate the
consequences within schools, “as there are crucial questions that now deserve serious
empirical research” (Storey, 2004: 253). This is also pertinent as distributed leadership has
been contested, particularly regarding the complexities of who does the distribution, who is in
receipt of the distribution and what it looks like within the realities of the situational context
(Gunter and Ribbins, 2003).

Any substantive qualitative, empirical body of research, then, would involve determining the
nature of what distributed leadership involves in practice in schools by illuminating how
distributed leadership actually works in schools. As already discussed, “a distributed
perspective then frames practice as a product of the interactions of school leaders, followers
and their situations (Spillane et al, 2007: 110).

Teacher Leadership
While acknowledging this socio-cultural dimension of distributed leadership, and by taking
leadership practice as a unit of analysis, there must be a focus on how leadership practice is
distributed both formally and informally. Within this context an increasing number of
researchers refer to the notion of teacher leadership. There are many interpretations of
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how leadership is distributed among teachers. One version, as proposed by Katzenmeyer and
Moller (1996) is to select certain teachers to understand designated leadership roles e.g. “lead
teacher”, “master teachers” and “curriculum coordinator”. Another school of thought, as
pointed out by de Lima (2008), is the expectation that teachers who already occupy some
formal positions e.g. department heads, middle management roles, should be the teachers who
exercise this kind of leadership.

Day and Harris (2003) suggest that there are four dimensions of the teacher leadership role.
First, is the principle of school improvement at the level of the teacher as leaders within the
individual classroom. The second principle is that of participative leadership where all
teachers feel part of change and development. Teachers work with colleagues collaboratively
and may take a lead in guiding other teachers towards a collective goal. A third principle is
where certain “expert” teacher leaders are important sources of expertise and information. A
fourth dimension is where teacher leaders forge close relations with individual teachers so
that mutual learning can take place.

Is effective distributed leadership a possibility in our schools? Is leadership authentically
distributed or is it merely a delegation of some duties and responsibilities by the head teacher
who continues to be a charismatic leader? Harris (2003) posits an interesting analysis by
asking if teacher leadership as distributed is heresy, fantasy or possibility? She poses this
question in the context of the leadership process in UK schools being one where there is a
clear demarcation of roles and responsibilities, a structure which presents a major barrier to
the idea of distributed leadership.

While making the point that the hero paradigm is premised on leadership by an individual,
reinforcing the “top-down nature of leadership” meaning that headship is equated with status,
authority and position, she contests that this type of leadership “is inadequate for the new
63

directions in educational reform” (p. 318). She cites Gronn (2003), however, and points to
the fact that “while distributed practices are emerging in schools because work demands are
intensifying, governments are adopting leadership accountability measures that bear little
connection with distributed practice” (p. 318).

In asking if distributed leadership is a fantasy, Harris makes the point that for some schools,
although distributed teacher leadership is acceptable in principle, it is inconceivable in
practice for a number of reasons. First, distributed leadership requires that those in formal
leadership positions relinquish power to others, with perhaps principals viewing this as a
challenge to their authority and control over certain activities. Day et al (2000) in their study
of headship in ten case-study schools corroborate this point, indicating that for a number of
heads in the study, there was a tension between autocracy and consultation. They point out
that this tension was not easily resolved and was “dependent on the values and leadership
style of the headteacher” (p. 141).
Ritchie and Woods’(2007) empirical study collected data from ten schools in the UK, eight
primary and two secondary schools which were identified as exhibiting “good practice” with
regard to distributed leadership.

The main aim of their research was to investigate the nature

of distributed development and implementation in schools and its relevance to succession
planning and to gain insights into the different ways in which distributed leadership is
encouraged and supported by schools.
The findings of the study concentrate largely on what was learnt from the data generated
relating to variations and degrees of distributed leadership in the case study schools. Largely,
the researchers suggest, the findings illustrate that:
the distributed nature of their leadership could be classified in terms of three types of
distribution with differing implications for organisational characteristics of the
schools, such as shared values, relationships and staff motivation (p. 371).
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The types of distributed leadership identified were emerging, developing or embedded.

As a result of an analysis on the data, ten key characteristics were identified as being
conducive to distributed leadership: the school has explicit values, ethos and aims; the
culture is collaborative; staff are challenged and motivated; staff regard themselves as
learners; staff feel valued, trusted and well supported by the headteacher; staff are involved in
creating, sharing and developing a collective vision for the school; staff are aware of their
talents and leadership potential; staff relish the responsibilities and opportunities they are
given; staff feel supported and enabled to take risks and staff appreciate the autonomy they
are given.
Largely, those schools where “embedded” distributed leadership was evident supported the
distribution of responsibility and team work, authority was dispersed both formally and
informally and the culture of the school encouraged motivation and risk taking. I am
particularly interested in the findings from this research study, As Ritchie and Woods (2007)
themselves suggest, the threefold typology which they propose “offers a framework that seeks
to improve understanding of variations in the nature of distributed leadership in schools”.
They also suggest that “there is a need for further longitudinal research related to schools on
such journeys of change and the typology is intended to inform such enquiries” (p.378). This
is an area in which I am particularly interested and would like to pursue in the Irish context.

Who does the Distribution?
Another question to be posed is the challenge of who has responsibility and how are
responsibility and authority to be distributed? In the Spillane model (2002: 20), a distributed
view of leadership “incorporates the activities of multiple groups of individuals in a school
who work at guiding and mobilising staff in the instructional change process”. This implies,
therefore, that the leadership task is accomplished through the interaction of multiple leaders.
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If, however, the principal continues to distribute responsibilities, then is there any difference
between distribution and delegation?

While acknowledging that although distributed leadership does not equate with delegation,
Harris (2003), argues that it “does not represent a form of leadership so diffuse that it loses its
distinctive qualities”(p.319). Therefore, certain tasks and functions would have to be
retained by principals, while taking cognisance of the fact that successful leadership is
dependent on the involvement of teachers collectively guiding and shaping the development
of the school. Harris poses the question that because of the difficulties in achieving certain
forms of distributed leadership in schools and, while it is desirable, can it for the most part be
considered a fantasy and unachievable?
Power. In considering this question, it is useful to explore the relationship of power and
distributed leadership and how power is conceived in texts about distributed leadership
(Lumby, 2013). There are several positions on this discussion evident in the literature which
merit attention.
(1) In general principals’ “fingerprints” are distinctly visible in rebuilding structures and
crafting opportunities for teachers to exercise leadership, especially in the appointment of
school leadership teams. The methods employed to select teacher leaders are an exercise in
the principal using his/her individual power to take the requisite action to enable distributed
leadership (Murphy et al, 2009).
(2) The principal uses his/her power to distribute leadership by deliberately creating and
orchestrating the internal conditions in which distributed leadership can function. In this
capacity principals encourage distributed leadership when they create problem solving teams
to substitute for administrative leadership. It is important to factor into this conversation the
view that if principals equate distributed leadership with an erosion of their power, it will be
perceived as threatening and, therefore, unlikely to happen (Harris, 2008).
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(3) Patterns of distribution, as proposed by MacBeath (2009), distinguish variations on the
degree of power and authority which is distributed. MacBeath describes a taxonomy or
continuum of 6 categories to convey different expressions of distribution. Three of the
categories, Distribution Formally, Distribution Pragmatically and Distribution Strategically
signal manifestations of distributed leadership, where power and authority reside with the
principal.
Distribution Incrementally is distinguished from the former three categories, by suggesting a
less hierarchical view of leadership, positing that capacity is inherent in each person. The
remaining two patterns, Opportunistic and Cultural models of distribution are characterised
by variations in the amount of power and authority conferred on them. In Opportunistic
Distribution, leadership is “assumed rather than conferred”. It points to a situation in which
there is such strength of initiative within the school that capable, caring teachers willingly
extend their roles “to new realms of leadership, sometimes on a school-wide basis”
(MacBeath, 2009: 50).
This assumed, intuitive understanding of leadership forms the basis for MacBeath’s cultural
pattern, which is premised on symbiotic relationships, where there is no clear demarcation
between leaders and followers and, where “distribution as a conscious process is no longer
applicable because people exercise initiative spontaneously and collaboratively” (MacBeath,
2009:52).

In referring to this discussion, Leithwood et al (2009) query (i) if the distribution of more
power and authority results in greater capacity and, (ii) if serious problems are likely to arise
at some critical “tipping point”, in the amount of power and authority distributed? In respect
of this point, there is a challenge concerning the extent of the distribution of power and
control as there are some emerging examples where distributed leadership has been used to
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undermine formal authority and negate the influence of the principal (Harris, 2013).

While to provide answers in respect of these issues is not the remit of this thesis, the questions
have tangential relevance, in that a fundamental premise of the distributed leadership
conceptualisation is that staff who have no formal authority gain power through distributed
leadership. It is also important to bear in mind that distributing leadership within a school
organisation requires a shift in power, control and resources and demands alternative school
structures that support alternative forms of leadership (Harris, 2008; Murphy et al, 2009;
Harris, 2013).

Trust. Issues of power and trust are closely interrelated. A key challenge for school leaders
in enacting successful distribution of leadership is to build professional relations based on
mutual trust. This is “the glue that makes all highly effective organisations perform at the
highest level” (Harris, 2013:552). Seeing power and trust as a relationship means that
relations are two-way and, suggests that the actions of “subordinates and supervisors
influence the structure of domination and the conditions for trust-building” (Helstad and
Moller, 2013: 247). The explanation for this lies in the division of labour, which is
characterised by workplace interdependencies, along with integration of execution of tasks.
This influence relationship is one means of “re-integrating work tasks to achieve
cooperatively generated outcomes” (Gronn, 2000: 330). This frame highlights human agency
which is located in leadership based on relationships in which trust-building is an important
component. Trust and trustworthiness are essential for sustaining successful distributed
leadership in schools.

This facet of distributed leadership, however, presents a dilemma, because eventhough
headteachers believe in the value of trust, ultimate acccountability to external sources rests
with them and there is a risk in trusting others to deliver (MacBeath, 2009). Another issue
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seen by headteachers as an important pre-condition of distributed leadership is teachers’
mutual acceptance of one another’s leadership potential. This inevitably relies on teachers’
self confidence and self-esteem and may be difficult to achieve within what has been
traditionally a hierarchical structure. MacBeath (2005) suggests that this may be achieved by
symbiosis which is defined as “a form of reciprocal relationship in which there exists an
implicit give and take and a level of mutual respect” (p.354). He also suggests that trust
operates on four levels: the individual level, the interpersonal level (reciprocal trust), the
whole school level (organisational trust) and at the wider community and public level (social
trust). This necessitates principals “letting go” of the need to be in control. Distribution
implies an ability “to relinquish one’s role as ultimate decision-maker, trusting others to make
the right decisions” (MacBeath, 2005:355).

In conclusion, and considering the constraints already outlined, the question to be examined
is whether distributed leadership is achievable and a possibility. Harris (2003) proposes that
distributed leadership is achievable if certain conditions are in place. She outlines these
conditions as: time being set aside for teachers to “meet to plan and discuss issues such as
curriculum matters, developing school-wide plans, leading study groups......”; opportunities
for continuing development for teachers; “the improvement of teachers’ self confidence to act
as leaders in their schools”(p.320). As an extension of that point, it may be proposed that
training be provided for teachers to enable them to develop that self confidence and leadership
skills, to support them in that endeavour and to make leadership a more attractive proposition
for teachers. Indeed in the Irish context, the leadership development programmes funded by
Leadership Development for Schools (LDS), e.g. Forbairt, Tánaiste, Misneach and
Spreagadh, are welcome initiatives in this regard.
It may also be argued that principals will have to take the initiative and promote the concept
of distributed leadership in their schools. As pointed out by de Lima (2008):
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An important function of top formal leaders in schools is to prepare and nurture the
space for distributed leadership in their organisations.... In many institutions,
distributed leadership may not prosper without a vigorous push from the so often
demonised individual leadership of the person at the top” (p. 182).

Just as distributed leadership has its proponents, Fitzgerald and Gunter (2006) have analysed
the concept through the lens of critical theorist and posit the view that distributed leadership is
a facade and that the concept has the potential to delude teachers, as government policy
makers are merely reinforcing standardisation practices in a new manner. They argue that the
agenda is to move teachers towards the achievement of pre-set goals. In this context the
purposes of schools and schooling are determined elsewhere, by central government and the
World Bank, where the message is codified and delivered to schools and teachers.

In this orthodoxy, Fitzgerald and Gunter (2008) contend that leadership is hierarchical and is
structured and constructed as a rational approach to ways in which teachers and their labour
are organised. In this structure, they seriously question whether it is possible for teacher
leadership to occur in a policy climate “that affords authority and responsibility for leadership
and management to those labelled according to an established hierarchy” (p. 334). The
implication here is that existing structures mediate against distributed leadership and that
informal influence and agency are not possible within the existing hierarchical school
structure (Harris, 2008).

In similar vein, Lumby (2013) adopts a critical stance and argues that distributed leadership,
which was originally introduced as a lens to better understand leadership has grown into “a
theory and frequently prescribed practice which promotes a fantasy apolitical world in which
staff are supposedly empowered” (p. 592). She further contends that distributed leadership
has adapted to the needs of the early twenty first century by reconciling staff to neo-liberal
conditions in the workplace. Lumby also suggests that there is little evidence to support
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distributed leadership’s achievement of an empowered school staff and, contrary to the
suggestion that power is being redistributed, the “customary uses of episodic agency by those
in authority endure” (2013:592). She further argues that there is no such thing as an apolitical
theory in education and that the theory of distributed leadership has become a profoundly
political phenomenon replete with the uses and abuses of power.
Additional evidence of the barriers to distributed leadership is found in Harris and Muijs’
(2005) project on teacher-led school improvement, conducted in 10 schools within the
English educational system. The study which seeks to provide contemporary evidence of
teacher leadership in action, identifies the following challenges:
▪

External accountability measures place a heavy burden on senior management and on
teachers and, thereby, made the distribution of leadership more difficult and risky.

▪

The proliferation of top-down initiatives emanating from central government are seen
as stifling teacher initiative and leadership capabilities.

▪

Due to the accountability regimens, the lack of time for teachers to engage in activities
outside of classroom teaching is a key inhibitor to teacher leadership and distributed
leadership.

▪

The role of senior managers in some cases is seen as a barrier, more particularly
where the senior management team is unwilling to relinquish control.

For these reasons, distributing leadership is a risky business, compounded by the fact that
teacher leaders may be particularly vulnerable as they do not carry formal authority
(Timperley, 2005). For those in formal positions, distributed leadership may be considered
too threatening as they perceive that it places them in a vulnerable position, as they have to
relinquish control over certain activities (Harris, 2008).

To corroborate this view, West (2010) points out, in the Irish context, principals can be
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anxious about:
(1) letting go the reins
(2) having real choices about the use of human and material resources
(3) having some localised control over the curriculum.

While recognizing the validity of the points made by Fitzgerald and Gunter (2006,2007),
Lumby (2013), West (2010) above and, in acknowledging that political and policy agendas
pertain, it may be argued that the views outlined are premised on a particular construction of
distributed leadership as reinforcing hierarchy, shaped by “the headteacher’s one-dimensional
power” (Lumby, 2013:586). The point may be made, however, that school leaders can work
within the parameters imposed by the system and can set a vision for and enable whole-school
learning and reflection within the context of their own school communities. Distributed
leadership occurs in even the most hierarchically and tightly structured school organisations
and within the established hierarchy (Day et al, 2007;Fitzgerald and Gunter, 2007). While
the positive consequences of distributing leadership in schools cannot be assumed and
depend on organizational conditions (Leithwood et al, 2009), “the key point is that
leadership, like culture, inevitably permeates the organization” (Harris, 2008:10). The
important point here is that the concept of distributed leadership is not a blueprint but, rather
is a lens through which to view leadership and a way of seeing leadership practice differently
and reviewing the possibilities for organisational transformation (Harris and Spillane, 2008).
It gives the opportunity to reflect on leadership in a different way and enable a greater
understanding about the relationship between leadership and organisational development
(Harris, 2008).
2.6 Conclusion
This chapter set out to explore and examine how conceptualisations of leadership are
presented in the literature. The literature recognises the complex nature of schools in the
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twenty-first century. There is also a recognition that alignment with the diffuse and
multifarious demands of twenty-first century teaching and learning requires adopting new
practices and innovations. As we move forward, an adequate response to these demands will
require multiple points of leadership and the unleashing of greater leadership capacity within
the school. Leadership functions and responsibilities will fluctuate with the changing needs
of the organisation and the co-ordination of leadership activity will most likely be undertaken
laterally and vertically (Harris, 2012).

The distributed leadership framework, which represents a shift in thinking about leadership is
considered an appropriate and useful conceptual lens through which to generate knowledge
and provide a deeper understanding of leadership practice in Irish post-primary education.
While, following the literature, the concept is not employed as a blueprint for school
improvement, it is constructed as a pragmatic support for principals in meeting the pressures
of the current climate of rapid change and accountability systems.

Cognisance is also taken of the fact that leadership which is distributed is a much more
difficult focus of empirical enquiry than leadership which is equated with an individual or a
particular role (Harris, 2007). There are challenges commencing with the leader-plus aspect
which press us to investigate the leadership routines in the lived reality as well as in the
formal structure of a school (Spillane, 2006). This requires describing how leaders in
various roles and positions share responsibility (Elmore, 2000). If we avoid and sidestep
these challenges, however, we avoid asking, not alone the how but the so what question of
leadership (Harris, 2007).
To address these issues in the research in this thesis a number of essential components are
extracted from the literature. These elements which inform and underpin this research are
summarised as follows:
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(1) The focus moves from the school principal to include other potential leaders in the
school organisation, in both formal and informal positions.
(1) The core defining conceptualisation is that leadership is primarily about leadership
practice and is framed in the joint and collective interactions of school leaders,
followers and aspects of their situation, including tools and artefacts.
(2) School organisational context is significant and determines actions as the distributed
leadership perspective addresses the relations between structure and human agency.
This conceptualisation is founded in Activity Theory and the unit of analysis is
“concertive action” (Gronn, 2000).
(3) This person-plus view of leadership is characterised by synergistic relations. It posits
that leadership is more appropriately understood as an emergent and fluid, rather than
fixed phenomenon and the sum of leaders’ work adds up to more than the mere sum of
the parts.
(4) Leadership is constructed as a relational process, being interactive and dialogical in
character.
(5) Trust is a central component of building positive relations.
(6) Trust, power and influence are closely inter-related. Distributing leadership within
school organisations requires a change in power structures.
(7) Leadership is an instance of influence. From a distributed perspective the how of
leadership is constituted in influencing and motivating others. This implies
interdependency rather than dependency.
(8) Leadership is additive and holistic and is characterised by boundary spanning as
activities are stretched over people.

To move forward our understanding about the phenomenon of leadership in Irish postprimary education, a promising approach for analysis is the distributed leadership
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conceptualisation. My approach takes into account that leadership is not synonymous with
the principal, it is distributed among others within the organisation. This is particularly
significant as there is now great pressure on school principals, in this complex era of
performativity and accountability. In this shifting educational environment, it is essential that
we examine the nature of leadership in schools.

As outlined above, the distributed leadership framework provides a set of conceptual tools
and constructs on which to base the analysis in this research. An especially significant unit of
analysis for this research is an exploration of the interplay between the different aspects of
school life, leadership roles, responsibilities, artefacts and situation. It must be pointed out,
however, that the distributed leadership framework is not employed as a recipe for effective
leadership practice, but rather as a lens to illuminate the nuances of leadership in schools.
I am confident that the application of the distributed leadership framework will enable a
thorough analysis of the primary research question, How is leadership defined, understood
and enacted in Irish post-primary schools? and will clearly identify how leadership is
distributed in schools. The constructs will enable an elucidation on the so what question of
school leadership. As discussed in Chapter 1, these constructs will, thereby, serve to open up
both the “blank spots” and “blind spots” in our understanding of leadership as it pertains to
the Irish post-primary educational landscape.
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Chapter 3 The Irish Historical and Socio-cultural Influences on
Leadership
3.0 Introduction
Guided by the primary research question How is leadership defined, understood and enacted
in Irish post-primary schools?, Chapters 1 and 2 of this thesis have built an argument and
rationale and provided a set of conceptual tools and constructs on which to base the analysis
in this research. As pointed out in Chapter 2, the distributed framework, which represents a
shift in thinking about leadership is considered an appropriate and useful conceptual lens
through which to generate knowledge and provide a deeper understanding of leadership
practice in Irish post-primary schools. When viewing leadership through a distributed lens,
any debate on educational leadership must also take cognisance of factors that are culturally
specific. Leadership cannot be extracted from its socio-cultural context (Spillane et al,
2004). While new realities require different leadership behaviours and re-structuring to enact
new reforms, they are nonetheless mediated by contextual values, historical legacies and
societal factors and transformations.

This rationale aligns neatly with the constructivist, epistemological methodological stance
adopted for this study which will be discussed in Chapter 4 and, which assumes that reality is
socially constructed. It must be remembered, as discussed in Chapter 2, that in any
“community of practice”, “the construction of histories of learning” results from the continual
intertwining of the processes of participation and reification, whereby we project meanings
into the world and perceive them as having a reality and existing in the world (Wenger, 2008).
Through the “interaction of participation and reification, we are connected to our histories by
this dual process” (Wenger, 2008:89).

In activity-theoretical terms (Engestrom, 2008), this perspective is of value in enabling
understandings of how prior knowledge and consciousness produce activity systems that
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evolve over long periods of time. Thus, the socio-cultural context of the school is
fundamental to any discussion on school leadership and on how it shapes the identities of
practitioners and ethos of school organisations. Therein lies the justification for this chapter,
which explores more closely the particular historical, cultural and structural frameworks
which impact on schools.

Section 3.1 frames the current education context in Ireland by tracing its historical journey
from the early nineteenth century, through Independence in 1922 to the present day. In
framing the analysis, through an historical lens and, in endeavouring to get a deeper
understanding of the lebenswelt of subjects, particular attention must be paid to cultural and
historic legacies, as well as post-colonial legacies which have created a particular pathway for
the Irish education system (Sugrue and Furlong, 2002). For that reason, it is necessary to
address the impact of these legacies on the school system, with particular reference to models
of governance, management structures and the attendant influences on school ethos. A key
element pertinent to the debate is the overarching power of the Catholic Church on the Irish
education system, throughout the trajectory of the historical pathway. From the period of the
1920s to the 1960s, the power structure in Irish education comprised “a binary model
involving the state and its education boards interacting with the churches and their managerial
bodies” (Ó Buachalla, 1988: 48).
Thus, to understand the context in which school leadership operates, it is necessary to explore
historical influences. It is also important to consider the more recent history and the radical
legislative, regulatory and societal changes which have taken place in Ireland in the last two
decades and how these changes have impacted on schools. This is a period of great challenge
in which many historical certainties are being replaced by ambiguity (O’Sullivan and WestBurnham, 2011: xv). These issues will be addressed at greater length later in this chapter.
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Section 3.2 will explore some key structural frameworks, in the guise of accountability,
evaluation and curricular reform systems that impact on school organisations and, by
extension on the leadership of school organisations. Aligning with the conceptual frame, as
set out in Chapter 2, this will be discussed in activity-theoretical terms and the argument will
be made that, because activities are open systems, when an activity adopts a new element
from the outside, in the guise of a new technology or a new object, some old elements may
collide with the new one (Engestrom, 2008).

This section will also elucidate on global influences and on how the core tenets and
discourses of neo-liberalism and new managerialism impact on the education system in
Ireland. It is particularly pertinent that this issue is addressed as external performance
indicators set by the OECD’s Programme for International Student Achievement (PISA) are
used to measure Irish students’ performance in relation to data provided by PISA. In
conclusion, section 3.3 will draw all strands together and make relevant linkages. It will be
important to consider all of these aspects as a means of framing subsequent analyses of
leadership in the empirical Chapters, 5, 6 and 7, where it will become evident that “past and
present colonize current identities in significant ways” (Sugrue and Furlong, 2002:190).

3.1 Historical Framework
At the outset, in tracing the trajectory of Irish post-primary education and the key influences
shaping it, a brief socio-historical overview is necessary to set the very particular historical
circumstances of the Irish socio-cultural context. The distinguished educationalist John
Coolahan (1981) proposes that Ireland’s educational tradition is deeply-rooted in its past and
that the interaction of certain factors in Irish history, such as its colonial past, religious
affiliations and traditions of its people, along with economic structures and goals for
education “have all shaped the unusual, interesting and complex structure of the present-day
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Irish education system” (Coolahan, 1981:141). A similar sentiment is reflected in the
observations made by an OECD visiting team in 1991, whose purpose was to describe the
Irish education system. It commented as follows:
To understand contemporary Ireland, it is necessary to recognise how much its remote
as well as more recent history still affects public values and attitudes and offers a key
to understanding its institutions, not least its system of education” (OECD, 1991:11).

Despite the fact that Ireland has undergone radical social and economic changes in the
intervening years since the aforementioned OECD report, the “nineteenth century continues to
cast long shadows over the deep structures of the education system in Ireland” (Sugrue,
2005:197). This influence is particularly evident in the management structures that continue
to operate in the Irish school system (Sugrue, 2005). A pertinent question to explore and
identify at this juncture is what are the more pertinent deep-rooted, shaping legacies and
influences on Irish educational leadership and management? This analysis is of particular
value on two levels: (1) it aligns with and draws on the work of Wenger (1998, 2008), as
discussed in Chapter 2, to illuminate on how “communities of practice” are constitutive of
shared histories of learning which evolve through the processes of participation and
reification, interacting and intertwining over time; (2) following Engestrom (2008), as
discussed in Chapter 2, it seeks to situate the debate in cultural-historical activity theory by
exploring the “contours of agency” and issues of power, control and ideological values as
they pertain to school leadership and management structures, as they evolve over time. The
main shaping influences are identified and discussed below.

Denominational Control
To trace the origins of the denominational character of the Irish education system, it is
Necessary to explore its development from the introduction of the national school system in
1831. The setting up of the National Education Board by Lord Stanley, on behalf of the

79

British (colonising power) government represented an enactment of state intervention, at a
time of social deprivation and inequity, coupled with political turmoil in Irish society. In an
endeavour to counter local community disharmony, the national education system was
intended to promote local cohesion by means of an interdominational education system (Ó
Buachalla, 1988). Ó Buachalla further asserts that, in this integrated approach, under
interdenominational management, the aim was that all children in an area would be enrolled,
irrespective of denomination or religious affiliation.

This state aim, however, did not become the established practice, as within twenty years of its
introduction, the system was characterised by a denominational management structure, with
the term manager becoming synonymous with the local clergyman (Ó Buachalla, 1988). A
contributory factor to the denominational structure of management was situated in interchurch suspicion, with the result that, as time went on, pressure was exerted on the
government to grant state aid to schools under the management of individual churches
(Akenson, 1970)

Another key factor to be considered in the discussion is that the national education system
was established against a backdrop of Catholic Emancipation being granted in 1829 (Sugrue,
2005). Prior to the granting of Catholic Emancipation, in the early years of the nineteenth
century, schools with a Catholic denominational ethos were set up by religious congregations,
such as the Presentation Sisters (1791), the Christian Brothers (1802) and the Mercy Sisters
(1825). It is important to note that the religious orders, to counter state intervention,
established their schools without the resource of state funding. As the nineteenth century
progressed and, as the numbers of religious increased, “educating the masses became a major
mission of the newly emancipated and revitalised Church” (Sugrue, 2005:197).

Thus, by the middle of the nineteenth century, the denominational character of the education
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system was well established. In the context of this observation and, in discussing the
relationship between church and state, a key point pertinent to the discussion is the significant
power and influence exercised by the Catholic bishops, particularly Cardinal Cullen, who was
appointed Archbishop of Armagh in 1849. There is no doubt that Cardinal Cullen was highly
influential in the social, cultural and educational life of the country. By the end of his career,
he had succeeded in creating a cohesive national church structure which “afforded him a
position of great power vis-a-vis the state” (Ó Buachalla, 1988:38). Ó Buachalla also
contends that Cardinal Cullen left an indelible stamp on Irish education and largely
contributed to transforming national schools into denominational institutions. Worthy of
particular mention is the fact that he summoned and convened a Synod of Bishops in Thurles
in 1850 which confirmed issues relevant to education. At the Synod, the Cardinal outlined his
objective that education should be denominational in character and that there would be
“ecclesiastical liberty” from the state, particularly in educational matters.

Also worthy of mention is that Protestants also had concerns about interdenominational
education. In particular, they were mindful of the implications of Catholic Emancipation
1829, the growing power of the Catholic Church and how it might use that power to
proselytise Protestant children. It must also be remembered that in 1850 the Great Famine
had just happened and the assumptions that people had about their futures were completely
destroyed (Collins, 2011). Historically, this period marked a watershed in Irish history, as
the Catholic Church filled the void and took hold of Irish society. One of the key areas where
it took hold and exerted its influence was education. Thus, the foundations for an Ireland that
would survive largely intact for the next 150 years were laid down.

While the foregoing refers, in the main, to elementary education, it is relevant to the
discussion in that it contextualises how the churches consolidated their positions and
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established power relations. This insight will prove very useful in analysing church influence
in secondary schools and in their processes of leadership and management. In linking this
analysis to the activity-theoretical perspective, as discussed in Chapter 2, it is also significant
in that it illustrates how power can grow out of mastering the object (the phenomenon of
school leadership in this context) (Engestrom, 2008). It further paves the way for the
denominational character and minimal state involvement in the Intermediate Education Act
1878, which introduced the secondary education system. In activity-theoretical terms, it
indicates the particular historical type of production in which the secondary schools were
embedded and continued to be for long years.
Intermediate Education Act
The Intermediate Education Act 1878 operated on a “payment by results” principle which
ensured limited financial support for schools which were owned by religious congregations.
There was no provision made for direct state aid to these schools, as any granting of such aid
would be conditional on acceptance of an interdenominational intake and, thereby, the state
sought to avoid potentially controversial aspects of educational provision (Ó Buachalla,
1988).

This church-state relationship and power structure persisted into the twentieth century. In
fact, at the beginning of the twentieth century, the Catholic Church was still claiming an
absolute right in educational matters, based on a literal interpretation of Christ’s command
Teach ye all nations (O’Flaherty, 1999). The denominational control of education remained
intact and in post-independence (1922) Ireland, the Irish Free State government, in setting
about building the newly independent nation, looked to the distinguishing features of religion
(Roman Catholic) and language (Gaelic) to cultivate a sense of national pride and cultural
identity (O’Sullivan, 2002). In fact, following the establishment of the Irish Free State,
successive governments preferred not to become involved in structural reforms, but to bow to
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the power of the church and, as a consequence of these power relations, few efforts were
made until the 1960s to mediate and alter the dominant power position of the Roman Catholic
Church (Ó Buachalla, 1988; Sugrue, 2005). As an extension of this discussion, it must be
borne in mind that after Independence, Ireland failed to develop economically and the society
was characterised by mass emigration and a deep-seated conservatism.

Secondary schools continued as private denominational institutions, free to conduct their own
affairs, with the churches opposing any type of state intrusion in secondary school
management (Coolahan, 1981). In fact politicians and the government considered it prudent
not to antagonise such a powerful entity as the Catholic Church which viewed the control of
schooling as its prerogative (Coolahan,1981). As testament to this world-view the Irish
constitution, which was drafted in 1937, recognised the role of the state in education as being
subsidiary to private initiative. Coolahan (1981) asserts that the state was loath to devote
public funds for private school buildings without any accountability or representation on the
management of schools.
Management
The Roman Catholic inspired world-view was situated within what O’Sullivan (2005:115)
terms a “theocentric paradigm.” Within this paradigm, decision-making was retained in the
hands of a knowledgeable few, with authority and legitimacy being enacted in hierarchical
relations, based on high levels of trust. This mindset has implications for the governance,
leadership and management of schools, which will be discussed in due course. It wasn’t until
the 1960s that the state began to take a more active role in educational planning and provision
and a universal “free” secondary education scheme was introduced in 1967; the deep
structures of education, however, were left largely intact (Sugrue, 2005).
Technical Education
The secondary schools provided an academic grammar-school approach to education,
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focusing primarily on language, literature, mathematics and the humanities. Ireland, which
was mainly an agrarian, agricultural society did not experience an Industrial Revolution in the
nineteenth century and, hence, did not have a developed system of technical education. In the
early years of the Irish Free State plans were being implemented for industrial development
and the government considered that a system of technical education was required to respond
to these developing needs. An important point in the discussion on technical education is that
it is probable that the government felt more free to reform technical education, as it was not
subject to the denominational controversies which affected primary and secondary
education (Coolahan, 1981).

Following an internal Department of Education survey, the Technical Education Commission
was established in 1926. The Commission received submissions from many interested parties
and its subsequent report was accepted by the Minister for Education, John M. O’Sullivan,
who introduced the Vocational Education Bill in 1930. The ensuing Vocational Education
Act 1930, administered by statutory Vocational Education Committees (VEC) was designed
to provide continuation education “and to include general and practical training for
improvement of persons in the early stages of employment” (1930: 60). These schools were
to be co-educational, under secular control and non-denominational.

Prior to the passing of the Vocational Education Act, however, and in an endeavour to allay
Episcopal apprehension, the Minister for Education gave written assurances that the form of
continuation education proposed in the Act would not infringe on the traditional type of
education provided in secondary schools and would not run counter to established Catholic
practice. In practice this meant that the vocational schools (a practice which continued to the
middle of the 1960s) would not be allowed to teach those subjects nor prepare students for
those examinations (i.e. Intermediate Certificate and Leaving Certificate) which would give
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students access to universities and white collar employment (Ó Buachalla, 1988). Ó
Buachalla cogently makes the point that these policies pursued by the then Cumann na nGael
government, led by W.T. Cosgrave, were significant in that they established a model which
the education system followed for almost 40 years. The relative roles of the various agencies,
including government, churches, managerial bodies etc. “were established during this period
with a degree of permanence which normal socio-political forces were powerless to disturb”
(1988:64).

The Constitution of 1937 emphasised the role of religion in society and, because of clerical
unease concerning the low profile given to religious education in vocational schools, in 1942
the Department of Education issued Memorandum V.40, a key feature of which was the
inclusion of Religious Studies in vocational schools. Alvey (1991) contends that because
vocational schools are under secular management and are nominally non-denominational, it
would be a mistake to believe that they offer a clear alternative to denominational schools at
second level. Religion teachers are appointed to vocational schools and, while they are
employed by the VECs and paid by the State, they must be approved by the local bishop.

Implications of vocational education for school leadership
As the 1950s drew to a close, however, there was much criticism about the nature of
vocational and continuation education, as outlined by Coolahan (1981), for the following
reasons:
(i)The full-time continuation courses were only of two years duration, with no transfer value
to further formal education.
(ii) Irish social attitudes tended to disparage manual and practical-type education as middleclass parents preferred, what was perceived as a more prestigious, academic-type education.
(iii) Many of the vocational schools were small, a factor which prevented the employment of
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a range of specialised staff.
(iv) Vocational schools were frequently in unequal competition with the local secondary
schools .
With the publication of the first programme for economic expansion in 1958, and allied
concerns for industrial and economic expansion, it became evident that the area of vocational
education would be brought to the forefront of Irish education in the following decades.

State Intervention
If continuity and homogenisation characterised the Irish educational landscape up to the early
1960s, the subsequent decades have witnessed major changes characterised by state
intervention and external mediating and shaping influences, such as Europeanisation. While
one of the most recurring themes of Irish educational analysis has been the influence of the
Catholic Church on Irish education policy, commentators argue that from the 1960s onwards
its power diminished in capacity and range. O’Sullivan (2002, 2005) argues that since the
1960s the State has become more activist in relation to education policy and change, against
the background of the social and economic crisis of the 1950s and the economic
reconstruction that followed.

Educational change formed a significant component of changes which were occurring in Irish
society generally and this was reflected in growing political commitment to extend
educational opportunity and to link the educational system more directly with economic and
social development (Coolahan, 1981; Ó Buachalla, 1989). Central to this world-view was
the publication of Investment in Education (IIE) Report in 1965 which helped to shape the
general objectives of policy in the 1960s, i.e. to promote equality of educational opportunity,
to increase the efficiency of the system, to broaden curricular context. Implicit in the
rationale underpinning the reconstruction of education is a modernising discourse of a society

86

that understood itself as “outward and forward-looking, industrialising, more affluent and
freeing itself from the restraints of nation, religion, economic self-sufficiency and
circumscribed opportunity” (O’Sullivan, 2005:105). The objectives of this state intervention
were both social and economic and resulted from a heightened awareness of developments in
other countries and from Ireland’s increased participation in international organisations.
Comprehensive Schools
Following IIE, the first structural change undertaken by the Department of Education was the
establishment of comprehensive schools in 1963, having been proposed by Dr. Patrick
Hillary, Minister for Education at the time. These schools were built during the period 19631974 and were intended to provide second-level education for parts of the country not covered
by existing networks. These schools were designed to provide a broad curriculum for all
young people in a community. Prior to his announcement, Dr. Hillary made it very clear that
he had had discussions with the Catholic hierarchy pertaining to the management of these
schools. These schools were to be managed by three-member committees, comprising a
Department of Education inspector, a nominee of the relevant bishop, who would act as
chairperson, and a VEC representative. There was to be no representation for principals,
teachers or parents on these new boards. Another indication of the control which the Catholic
hierarchy achieved in the establishment of community and comprehensive schools was the
inclusion in the Articles of Management of a clause which stated that the Minister for
Education, in consultation with the Bishop of the Diocese, could alter the terms of the scheme
from time to time.
Community Colleges
Community Colleges, which are solely under the control of Vocational Education
Committees, were set up in the early nineteen seventies. The Boards of Management of
Community Colleges consist of eleven members, three of whom are nominees of religious
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orders or Episcopal authorities. In the 1970s, a number of Community Schools were to serve
the co-educational needs of the communities they served and were often amalgamations of
single-sex voluntary secondary schools, thus retaining the ethos of the older schools. Many of
these new schools emerged as “de facto Catholic Community Schools or de facto Protestant
Comprehensive schools” (Meany, 2012: 144) and they retained the ethos and characteristic
spirit of the predecessor schools.

Management of Schools
In the ownership and management context, as outlined above, it is not surprising that the
leadership and management of schools was vested in a hierarchical model, with power,
control and knowledge being vested in the Catholic Church. While the period from 1960 –
1980 was a remarkable one in the history of Irish education (Coolahan, 1981), the 1991
OECD Report points out that eventhough there had been considerable expansion in the area of
curricular reform and in the creation of new types of schools – vocational, community and
comprehensive – the system remained largely unchanged. This point is particularly pertinent
in the debate on the management of schools, particularly voluntary secondary schools.
Middle Management Structure – Posts of Responsibility
In respect of the hierarchical model of governance, as pointed out in Chapter 1, religious run
schools had a very weak middle management system, as the principal (usually a member of
the religious congregation) exerted power, control and influence at the apex of the
organisation, usually assisted by members of the religious congregation. The culture was
counter-collaborative and the lay teacher was denied agency. Prior to the 1960s, there was no
promotional structure in Irish post-primary schools, with teachers having no role to play in the
administration of the schools in which they taught. Or, as Seán O’Connor (1968) points out:
The lay secondary teacher remains always a hired hand. His responsibility ends at the
classroom door. He is consulted with, of course, because he may have something to
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offer, but he is never part of the decision-making. If he wants authority that he may
innovate, experiment, he must go elsewhere. (1968:25).
The introduction of “A” and “B” posts of responsibility in 1970 did not lead to increased
decision-making powers for teachers, or to the introduction of a middle-management tier in
voluntary secondary schools. These posts of responsibility were clearly defined and limited
to particular tasks that were negotiated between unions and management, with criteria for
appointment based on seniority being seen as a reward for years of service (this seniority
system did not operate in VEC-run schools) (Lynch et al, 2012). The Interim Report of the
Review Body on Teachers Pay (1980) adverted to the posts of responsibility system and
argued that, the system did not in any real way serve the needs of pupils, teachers or
management. It further recommended that the post structure in schools should be responsive
to the educational and administrative needs of the school. In similar vein, Moran’s (1984)
ethnographic research study on the seniority system of promotion concluded that:
The promotion system and possibly a rewards system for teachers needs careful and
serious examination if teaching is to attract and hold people of calibre. (1984:9).

In respect of this conversation, in the current complex reform era, this poses challenges for
school leaders to enact post-hierarchical options and to develop their school organisations as
participatory communities, where leadership is collaborative in nature.

Changing Cultural Context

The past three decades, however, have witnessed a period of unprecedented changes in Irish
society, with the growth of in-migration, multi-culturalism, racial and religious diversity.
Ireland has changed from being a homogeneous society to one which is now characterised by
heterogeneity and a “change” narrative (O’Sullivan and West-Burnham, 2011). Into the mix
must be added the fallout from economic collapse following the boom years of the Celtic
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Tiger, political and banking scandals and a lack of trust in the institutions of church and state.
Latterly, the scandals in the Catholic Church, following allegations of child abuse, and its
subsequent fall could be termed “catastrophic, given that for so long it acted not alone as the
country’s moral barometer, but also the guardian of the country’s key services of health and
education” (O’Sullivan and West-Burnham, 2001: xii).
Irish society was traditionally characterised as being “Catholic, White and Gaelic”, but since
the turn of the twenty first century has experienced unprecedented demographic change,
which poses new challenges for educationalists and school leaders, in responding to this
cultural diversity. The finding from Parker-Jenkins and Masterson’s (2013) empirical
research, conducted in a selected number of Irish post-primary schools, indicates that there is
a limited engagement with cultural diversity. The study also reveals that there is an
expectation from school leaders that adherence to school ethos is paramount and that
culturally diverse groups should remain subservient to the established norms.
Wenger’s (2008) perspective on negotiating identity is helpful in seeking to analyse this
situation. Reconciling different practices and elements requires the construction of an identity
that “can include different meanings and forms of participation into one nexus” (Wenger,
2008:160). Wenger further suggests that the nexus resulting from reconciliation work and
multi-membership is not necessarily harmonious and may even involve tensions that are never
resolved. The challenge for school leaders, however, is to work at integrating the various
forms of participation and to take cognisance of the fact that a “community of practice” is
connected to broader constellations and “identity in practice is therefore always an interplay
between the local and the global” (Wenger, 2008:162).

In respect of this discussion, Professor Tom Collins (2011) suggests that currently the loss of
national self-confidence and reputation is so profound that, historically, we have to look to
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1850s to find anything quite like the rupture that we are experiencing today. He also proposes
that when everything is broken, new possibilities emerge. A number of questions arise from
this changing reality. How does the education system respond to the needs of a more
culturally and religiously diverse twenty-first century landscape? How does school leadership
for the twenty-first century fit into this model? There is no doubt that, in exploring these
questions, cognisance must be taken of how school leadership is positioned within wider
change discourses. In the circumstances and, because of the rupture we are experiencing
today, some of the features are redolent of earlier times. For example, managing tensions
between continuity and change, conjuncture and disjuncture are significant dimensions of
contemporary school leaders’ practice, as communities of practice navigate these changes
(Sugrue, 2005).
Patronage of Schools Debate
This must be analysed in the context of the unfolding debate on the patronage of Irish schools.
The debate must be viewed against the background of the factors which have given rise to
this.
▪ The impact of State intervention and of education legislation in the form of the Education
Act (1998), which will be discussed at greater length in due course, must be considered. The
Education Act provides a statutory framework for the Irish education system, sets out the
broad principles underpinning the system and enables debate on many issues, including
diversity, which had hitherto not been discussed. Among its aims are:
to make provision for the education of every person in the state .......... to ensure that
the education system is accountable to students, their parents and the State for the
education provided, respects the diversity of values, beliefs, languages and traditions
in Irish society and is considered in a spirit of partnership between schools, patrons,
students, parents, teachers and other staff, the community served by the school and the
State ........ (Education Act, 1998: 5).
Humphreys (2012) makes an interesting observation regarding this excerpt and notes that
although diversity is defined in terms of values, beliefs, languages and traditions, in the
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current discourse there seems to be a uni-dimensional interpretation of diversity, i.e. religious
diversity.
▪ We live in an age of great social, cultural and economic change and, in line with other
European countries, the issue of secularism has come into the public imagination.
Globalisation has resulted in greater diversification in terms of people and culture and a
by-product of this process is a “level of transnational homogeneity” (Tuohy, 2012:122),
which results in a trend towards secularism. In a post-Christian context, this is allied with a
dramatic decline in the power and influence of institutional churches across the European
Union and a questioning of the place of religion in the public space. This is nowhere more
evident than in Ireland, where there is a general disillusionment with the institutional Catholic
Church because of its inability and reluctance to address abuse scandals.

This has led to a move from the state for a greater plurality of school provision and choice.
Minister for Education and Skills Ruairí Quinn (2012) expresses respect for the religious
worldview and is quick to point out that this is not a criticism of the current providers who
have inherited a system largely unchanged since the nineteenth century and who have
welcomed newcomers. He asserts, however, that this does not reflect the need for a greater
diversity and that there is a pent-up demand for choice around the country. With respect to
this debate on the patronage of schools, however, the White Paper, Charting Our Education
Future (1995), clearly proposes that the State should serve the needs and rights of all citizens
to benefit from education “within a framework which entitles individual schools and colleges
to promote their philosophical values” (White Paper,1995:6). Under this framework, the
main criterion for the decision on school patronage in a particular area where there is already
one second level school is as follows:
Whether the establishment of the proposed school model would result in greater
diversity and plurality of second-level patronage and provision in the area (having
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regard to neighbouring areas) where there is demand for such diversity and plurality.
In this context, individual patron bodies from the one faith group will be regarded as
representing the same school patronage type for assessing plurality. (DES, 2013:9).

It respect of this discussion, it is of interest to note that the Report of the New Schools
Establishment Group on the Patronage of Post-Primary School Scheduled to Commence in
2015 and 2016, reflects diverse parental recommendations regarding the patronage of the new
schools. Four of the schools will be under the patronage of Educate Together, two will
by the local Education Training Board (ETB, formerly VEC), one by the Edmund Rice Trust
(ERST), one jointly by Educate Together and the local ETB and one by the local ETB with
the involvement of the Catholic Bishop Bishop of Cloyne. Educate Together is the patron
body of a network of schools that are run according to the Educate Together Charter. The
guiding philosophy of these schools is that they are participatory democracies which
guarantee equality of access irrespective of students’ social, cultural or religious backgrounds.

At the core of the debate on secularism and issues around the plurality of provision are the
challenging questions it poses for a largely denominational post-primary system, which has
evolved since the late nineteenth century and how these schools respond to the challenging
needs of society. Merrick (2012) purports that because State policy is so strongly in favour of
plurality of provision never before have schools, in particular faith-based schools, been so
challenged to discern what they stand for. He seeks to address the following questions:
“how effective is the leadership in the schools?, how is that special leadership which should
be a hallmark of a faith school supported?, where to from here?” (p.5).

For purposes of the current discussion, a conceptual lens through which to explore these
issues is Engestrom’s (2008) activity-theoretical conceptualisation, as discussed in Chapter 2.
Because activities are open systems, when the system adopts a new element or technology
from the outside, it often leads to contradictions, whereby some old elements collide with the
93

new one. Such contradictions, however, can generate innovative attempts to change the
activity. Similarly, Wenger (20088) proposes that when new artefacts and concepts are
produced, because a “community of practice” is a system of inter-related forms of
participation, discontinuities propagate through it. While these discontinuities cause
transformations through the practice, “the history of the practice remains embedded in the
generational relations that structure the community. The past, the present and the future live
together” (Wenger, 2008:90). As outlined in Chapter 2, because this rationale informs the
analysis in this thesis, any negotiation of meaning in “communities of practice” includes the
dual modes of participation and reification. Participation is constitutive of influence, trust and
friendship, while the core constituting elements of reification include legislation, policies,
defined authority etcetera. The work of school leadership is to mediate these dual modes.

Because meaning is negotiated and, neither exists independently of the past, nor is it a
product of imposed meanings (Wenger, 2008), the Catholic Church has taken a number of
steps to ensure that there is a place for faith-based schools in the newly emerging space.
(1) In recent decades, because of the decline in vocations to the religious life, the
principalships and ownerships of Catholic voluntary schools are now in the hands of lay
people. To ensure continuity with the past and to maintain the characteristic spirit and ethos
of these schools, the Conference of Religious Ireland (CORI) introduced a number of lay
Trust Boards. These Trust Boards represent schools which were formerly under trusteeship of
the religious congregations. Cuddihy (2012), citing McGrath (2007), makes the point that the
religious orders which once dominated the management of post-primary schools in the
twentieth century, continue to manage their schools from beyond the grave. The various
Trusts see their work as being committed to visionary leadership, where schools work from a
strong sense of Christian and human values, framing the educational experience in the context
of a spiritual reality (Tuohy, 2012).
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(2) The Trusts provide training for principals and deputy principals, with educational
leadership being viewed as a process whereby “the leader is steward of a vision of
education, reminding others of that vision” (Tuohy, 2012: 17). In this context, the
positioning of school leaders and rules of engagement are defined in alignment with the
characteristic spirit and ethos of the schools. Thus, in building participatory learning
communities and sustainable leadership, and in re-configuring and re-thinking the internal
leadership dynamic, it is essential that school leaders enable members of the school
“community of practice” to interrogate legacies and value systems. This will enable school
leaders to understand the strengths and limitations of their school communities “as well as
cultivating the thinking tools that enable community members to both celebrate and criticise,
to act individually or collectively” (Sugrue, 2005:181).
(3) A third significant feature was the setting up of the Catholic Schools Partnership, which
published its Position Paper in April 2011. The Position Paper details a strategy and vision
for the provision of voluntary secondary education into the future. It argues that in the new
cultural context, every school needs to re-define its identity, as it articulates the following
vision for education:
Catholic schools in Ireland are a living expression of a long and varied tradition of
education inspired by the life of Christ. Such schools emphasise the dignity of the
human person as a child of God called to work with other persons in creating an
inclusive community in service of the common good; where knowledge is sought and
respected while faith is nurtured and challenged (2011:2).
Thus, the maintaining of a school’s ethos or characteristic spirit is a key shaping influence on
leadership practice. In line with Wenger’s (2008) conceptual frame, the formation of a
“community of practice” is concerned with the negotiation of meanings and identities. In this
frame, “issues of identity are an integral aspect of a social theory of learning and are, thereby,
inseparable from issues of practice, community and meaning” (Wenger, 2008:145). Thus,
building an identity “consists of negotiating the meaning of our experience of membership in
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social communities” (Wenger, 2008: 145). Using this lens, the argument may be made that
the influence of school ethos on the shaping of leadership practice “is neither individualistic
nor abstractly institutional or societal ....... it is the social, the cultural, the historic with a
human face” (Wenger, 2008:145). This perspective is particularly pertinent as school leaders
mediate changes with continuities. School leadership practice is thereby mediated by issues
of ethos and identity in the changing educational landscape of post-Celtic Tiger Ireland.

3. 2 Structural Framework
Since the 1990s, as outlined earlier in this chapter, there have been major changes, as Ireland
has moved from being a homogeneous, agricultural society to a more open market-driven and
culturally diverse society. The period up until the mid 2000s was characterised by
unprecedented economic growth, when the economy was termed the “Celtic Tiger” economy.
Educational reform has become one of the cornerstones and key tools with which to construct
the road to the future, as successive administrations have sought to address the needs of the
state in a more open, market-driven global economy.

Ireland is not alone in this pursuit, as educational policies throughout the world have been
affected by processes of globalisation. Indeed, education systems throughout the world have
undergone significant changes as systems seek to interpret and respond to the continually
changing social and political contexts in which education takes place (Rizvi and Lingard,
2010). In seeking to interpret the newly emerging realities, since the 1990s, successive Irish
administrations have embraced new public management as a mode of governance, with
accountability and neo-liberalism being the reigning policy discourse in Ireland (Lynch et al,
2012).

It is necessary then to interrogate how international discourses and the dominance of the neoliberal paradigm influence policies in the Irish context. There has been significant impact on
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teachers, schools and by extension on school leadership, as a result of reports,
recommendations and directives, not alone from central government, but also from an
increasingly powerful and integrated European Union, as well as the influence of the OECD
on government policy (Drudy, 2006). Ryan’s (2010: 111) view proposes that the
development of a “knowledge economy” is currently a key policy in Ireland, coupled with
the notion that agencies beyond the state advocate a future role for education in servicing the
economy. This perspective supports both O’Sullivan’s (2002, 2005) mercantile policy
paradigm and Rizvi and Lingard’s (2010) neo-liberal paradigm, which propose that market
ideologies framed by neo-liberalism have become ascendant in the world.

A fundamental question to be addressed is how is school leadership constructed in this new
public managerialist discourse? Beck’s (2005) perspective offers an interesting and insightful
elucidation, when he refers to the meta-game of world politics, whereby old world politics
which worked by applying the rules, and the new world politics which work by changing the
rules are fully interwoven with one another. By applying this frame to the school leadership
field, in alignment with Engestrom’s (2008) activity-theoretical perspective and Wenger’s
(1998) thesis on “communities of practice”, it is evident that the challenge of interweaving
and mediating the historical narratives with the new policy paradigms shapes the construction
of leadership in Irish post-primary schools. Thus, in the reform process, a number of issues
must be addressed including the legislative framework, performativity and performance
indicators, systems of governance and accountability and evaluation regimens.

Legislative Framework

The legislative context of schools is constructed and defined by the Education Act 1998. It
must also be remembered that the Education Act 1998 is the first piece of legislation to
govern Irish educational policy since the Intermediate Education Act 1878. The 1998 Act is
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highly significant in that, for the first time in the history of Irish education, it delineates a
statutory framework for the management, leadership and governance of schools in the Irish
education system. Implicit in the rhetoric of the Education Act is a participative approach to
the governance of schools, whereby it is the duty of a patron to appoint a Board of
Management comprising representatives of the various stakeholders in the education process
(Part IV, Section 14(1)). In accordance with nationally agreed procedures, the Board of
Management appoints a principal to the school, whose role and responsibilities are clearly
defined as follows:
▪ encourage and foster learning in students
▪ regularly evaluate students and periodically report the results of the evaluation
to students and their parents
▪ collectively promote cooperation between the school and the community which it
serves
▪ subject to the terms of any applicable collective agreement and their contract of
employment, to carry out those duties (Part V, Section 2).

In addition to these responsibilities, as outlined in Part V, Section 23 of the Education Act
1998, school principals are ultimately accountable for encouraging and fostering learning in
students, for providing leadership to other staff and students in the school, for promoting a
consultative process in conjunction with stakeholders and promoting the professional
development of teachers. Within this frame, there is an implicit recognition of the need to
share leadership. Also implicit in the discourse is the notion that the model of school
leadership being proposed means creating the conditions where people work and learn
together and construct meaning that leads to a shared purpose or set of goals (Harris and
Muijs, 2005). Thus, official thinking can be considered to align with the concept of
distributed leadership, as discussed in Chapter 2 of this thesis.

To corroborate this point, it is of interest to analyse DES Circular Letter Post-Primary 04/98,
where there is an implicit recognition of the efficacy of middle management teams in enabling
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the distribution and sharing of leadership and managerial tasks across the teaching cohort.
The Principal, Deputy Principal and holders of posts of responsibility together form
the in-school management team for the school (DES CL 04/98)
The clear implication in the foregoing statement, in alignment with the view of Harris and
Muijs (2005), is that shared responsibility and distributed leadership are most likely to build
internal capacity for school development. Also relevant to this discussion are the tenets of
DES Circular Letter Post-Primary 05/98 which clearly maps out the procedures for appointing
teachers to posts of responsibility as follows:
In allocating the duties to posts, the duties should be inclusive so as to be open to
applications from all members of the teaching staff (DES CL 05/98, 1.4).
Distributed leadership was implicitly acknowledged in these circulars, with the arrangements
intended to provide opportunities “for teachers to assume responsibility in the school for
instructional leadership, curriculum development, the management of staff and their
development, and the academic and pastoral development of the school” (DES CL 05/98: 1).

Subsequently, however, Department of Education Circular 0022/2009, Implementation of
Moratorium on Promotions in the Public Service, as an enactment of active state intervention,
has impacted on the formal distribution of leadership through the middle management
structure, by placing an embargo on the filling of promotional posts in the public service.
This embargo is currently having a negative impact on the ability of school principals to
deliver on their core responsibility as leaders of learning in their school communities, with an
urgent need for an overhaul of the middle management structure to address this issue
(Cuddihy, 2012).

It is also worthy of mention that, historically the post of responsibility structure has not been
equally enacted across the post-primary sectors. In the voluntary secondary sector, posts of
responsibility, as discussed earlier in this chapter, were awarded on a seniority basis, were
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tokenistic in nature and seen as a reward for length of service. In the community and
comprehensive and vocational education sectors posts of responsibility were awarded on the
basis of an interview system, and teachers with Assistant Principal posts of responsibility
generally have a reduction in teaching hours to enable them more adequately perform their
administrative and management duties. Thus, the development of a middle management
structure began to gain ground in the Irish education system, albeit stronger in some sectors
than others (OECD, 2007).
Education Act 1998
The Education Act 1998 was also the most significant event in institutionalising new
managerial and governance changes in Irish schools (Lynch et al, 2012). The Act delineated
the roles and responsibilities of the key stakeholders in the education process, thus giving
voice and agency to groups who may have heretofore been silenced in that process. It
represented a departure from hierarchical modes of governance, which had historically been
employed in schools by the Catholic Church. The Act set out that:
It shall be the duty of a patron, for the purposes of ensuring that a recognised school is
managed in a spirit of partnership, to appoint where practicable a board of
management, the composition of which is agreed between patrons of schools, national
associations of parents, recognised school management organisations, recognised trade
unions and staff associations representing teachers and the Minister (Part IV, 14(1)).

In view of the fact that the Irish state adopted a culture of management and new
managerialism, it is interesting to reflect on how the Catholic Church mediated this new
culture of management. The Catholic Church did not oppose new managerialism in an
overt way but, rather sought to retain the integrity of its schools by proclaiming its message as
to what Catholic education involved (Lynch et al, 2012).

With regard to the conceptualisation and positioning of leadership and management in the
legislative discourse, a number of pertinent points must be brought to the discussion. (1)While
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a culture of collaboration is implicitly promoted, there is a noticeable absence of the word
“leader” or “leadership” in the documents issuing from official sources (OECD, 2007).
Indeed, it must be acknowledged that leading and managing happen in tandem and are often
intertwined (Spillane et al, 2009). We live in an era where the dominance of managerialism
in education has become the solution of our times (Thrupp and Wilmott, 2003) and where the
current organisation of schools presses a “managerial imperative” (Cuban, 1988). While an
essential element of school leadership is management, as discussed in Chapter 1, it is
important to distinguish between management and leadership analytically. Management
refers to the day-to-day practicalities of running a school organisation in terms of staff
development, use of resources, curriculum provision and legal compliance. Management also
refers to efforts to maintain current arrangements (Spillane et al, 2009). Leadership, on the
other hand, includes all that is implied in management, but has a visionary and motivational
aspect which goes beyond efficient management to enable transformation (Kelleher, 2012).
While it is acknowledged that leadership and management are intertwined in the daily work
and organisational routines in schools, it is important to distinguish the leadership component.

(2) As an extension of the above point, while there is an implicit acknowledgement of the
importance of sharing leadership, with teachers assuming leadership roles to enable school
improvement and development, there is no explicit definition in official documents of how
this practice should be constructed. The challenge for the system lies in the need to give a
clearer definition of leadership, to define distributed leadership and to determine the role of
the principal in developing a culture that supports distributed leadership (OECD, 2007). The
OECD Report (2008) similarly suggests that school leadership teams, rather than just the
person of the principal, play a vital role in school development and that a clearer definition of
the roles and their distribution can contribute to increased effectiveness and better provision
for future leadership.
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Since the enactment of the Education Act 1998, an avalanche of reports and reforms has
been foisted on Irish post-primary schools. These include curricular reforms and changes
along with DES Circular letters and legislative Acts of Parliament. These Acts include,
among others, the Education Welfare Act 2000, Equal Status Acts 2000 and 2004,
Employment Equality Acts 1998 and 2004 Education for Persons with Special Education
Needs (EPSEN) Act 2004. While policy decisions are highly centralised and made by the
DES, in consultation with the social partners, the responsibility for their enactment lies with
schools’ Boards of Management and, ultimately, school principals. This situation has led
Clive Byrne, Director NAPD, to comment that the introduction of legislation affecting
education has had an unprecedented and unparalleled impact on the work of the school
principal.
Between 1998 and 2004 the principal became one of the most legislated-for
individuals in Irish society (Byrne, 2009:129).
To address this issue and, because the job of the principal is becoming increasingly more
unmanageable, Byrne (2009) urged the DES to demonstrate a willingness to engage with
these issues. This concurs with the perspective of OECD (2007) which proposed that the
issue of resources, expertise and structures should be addressed to enable schools to fully
comply with recent legislation. Due to the intensification of the role of the principal and the
increased responsibilities, there is a need for leadership distribution both within and across
schools and for policy-makers to broaden the concept of school leadership and “take steps to
adjust policy and working conditions accordingly” (OECD, 2008:93).

Performativity
Because globalisation has introduced a new space and framework for acting, the old game can
no longer be played on its own, as it no longer has much connection with reality (Beck,
2005). In this new reality, there is a focus on outputs over inputs, with “performance
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indicators” being utilised to measure educational outcomes (Lynch et al, 2012). Thus, a
managerialist agenda has pervaded educational discourse, with a controlling influence of
performance, standards, Leaving Certificate points to determine entry into third level colleges
and the publication of league tables in the national media. The Leaving Certificate is widely
perceived as the lynchpin of the Irish education system and there is a national pre-occupation
with attainment of results at Leaving Certificate and attendant “points race” to gain entry into
third level colleges. Indeed, while Leaving Certificate points may be given a market value in
the current era, the argument may be made that there has always been a pre-occupation with
success in the Leaving Certificate and this world-view is deeply ingrained in the Irish psyche.
From the introduction of the Leaving Certificate in 1924, its attainment became seen as a
social status symbol in Irish society, and as the preserve of the middle classes, until the
introduction of the Free Education Scheme in 1967.

A point of divergence, however, in the twenty first century educational landscape is the way
in which both attainment and performance at Leaving Certificate have become mediatised.
By constructing league tables on schools’ performances at Leaving Certificate, and publishing
them in the print, broadcast and digital media, these media have become active in framing the
politics and exercising a control in how schools performances and education, in general, enter
the public discourse (Lynch et al, 2012). This impacts on schools and causes tensions for
school leaders, as in this “performativity culture”, their role is constructed as having to
compete with other schools, based on their schools’ performance.
The focus on assessment and measurement of both the quality and quantity of human capital
is part of the emergent “audit culture”, which is characterised by the skills and dispositions
considered necessary to constructing the knowledge economy and globalisation (Rizvi and
Lingard, 2010).
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Indeed, in this new managerialist, performativity culture, agendas are set beyond the state and
there is what Beck (2005:88) terms a “transnational surveillance”. This is nowhere more
evident than in the OECD’s Programme for International Student Achievement (PISA). For
Irish schools to be competitive in a globalised economy, and where the effectiveness of
national education systems is now measured in relation to performance data provided by
PISA, there is an imperative on schools to ensure that students perform at the highest level
possible. The study assesses fifteen year old students’ scholastic performance on reading
literacy, mathematical literacy and scientific literacy. The OECD presents PISA as the most
accurate and legitimate measure of comparative international educational performance and it
also presents what it considers as the desirable knowledge pertinent to the economy of the
twenty first century (Rizvi and Lingard, 2010). In this way, globalisation has affected
curriculum in the guise of what counts as legitimate knowledge. There is a considerable
amount of top-down control exercised at national level, as performance indicators set the
agenda for curriculum setting and enactment.

In respect of this point, the PISA 2009 outcomes indicated decline in the reading and
mathematical scores of Irish students. Resulting from this, there was an urgent appraisal of
curriculum to respond to a perceived crisis in standards leading to a number of policy
documents being published between 2010 – 2012 (Conway and Murphy, 2013). This
culminated in Literacy and Numeracy for Learning and Life: The National Strategy to
Improve Literacy and Numeracy among Children and Young People 2011 – 2020. The
objective of the strategy is to improve teaching and learning in schools, to be achieved by: (i)
greater use and analysis of assessment data; (ii) the provision of better evidence-based
feedback to parents, and (iii) the use of assessment data to inform schools’ self-evaluation and
implementation plans, with a focus on the need for more stringent accountability measures
(Minister for Education and Skills, Ruairí, Quinn, 2013). In developing the point pertaining
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to the enactment of the strategy, Minister Quinn (2013) points out certain key guiding key
principles in relation school leadership: (a) school leaders will be required to set clearly
defined goals and priorities for student learning; (b) there is an onus on schools to involve all
stakeholders in the wider community; (c) there is a need to develop a teaching culture that
emphasises shared responsibility for continual improvement, and (d) teachers should embrace
the opportunity “to become leaders in accountability by observing, reflecting, synthesising
and replicating effective teaching practices” (2013:9).

Instructional Leadership
The discourse of Minister Quinn’s mandate is highly majesterial and directive and constructs
instructional leadership, or leadership for learning, as being central to the work of the school
organisation. In this context, curriculum leadership is a sub-set of educational leadership and
instructional leadership is a sub-set of curriculum leadership, particularly concerned with the
effectiveness and delivery of instruction within the context of learning (Heywood, 2008).
There is an explicit advocacy in the Minister’s rhetoric that the enactment of instructional
goals and school improvement strategies would be achieved by shared and distributed models
of practice and teacher leadership.

This ministerial advocacy aligns with the Irish Business and Employers Confederation
(IBEC) submission (February, 2011) to the Department of Education and Skills on the Draft
National Plan to Improve Literacy and Numeracy (2011). IBEC acknowledges that Ireland’s
education system has made an important contribution to the country’s economic
transformation, but is concerned that we have become complacent about the performance of
our education system, particularly in light of the 2009 PISA statistics. IBEC, thus, made a
number of recommendations which it considers are critical to achieving sustainable
improvement in the education system. The following recommendations relevant to leadership

105

are worthy of scrutiny:
▪ The Department of Education and Skills and the Teaching Council should develop a
model of teacher career development that encourages and rewards ambition and
achievement.
▪ The DES should put in place systems for identifying and training future leaders in
the education system (2011: 3).
IBEC critiques the Draft Plan’s section on building the capacity of school leadership and
posits the view that, without an effective principal, a school is unlikely to have a culture of
high expectation or strive for continuous improvement. In this regard, IBEC proposes that in
order to achieve effective leadership three things should be done: (i) getting the right teachers
to become principals; (ii) developing instructional leadership skills and (iii) focusing each
principal’s time on instructional leadership. IBEC further contends that education and
training at all levels of progression has an essential role to play in putting our economy back
on a growth path, thus enabling Ireland to become competitive and prosperous. It is
particularly interesting to note how Minister Quinn’s mandate, as discussed above, aligns so
closely with the stance proffered by IBEC. It affirms that the government’s guiding
framework for devising policy is positioned and driven by a business and neo-liberal
managerialist strategy.

While acknowledging that the development of enquiry-oriented schools and teacher
accountability and leadership capacities are highly desirable, it is obvious that “global
imageries have become more relevant than ever before in both policy content and policy
production processes” (Rizvi and Lingard, 2010:21). While teachers and schools, as
“communities of practice”, have been devolved more autonomy in the guise of responsibility
for self-reflection and decision-making powers regarding self-evaluation and self-assessment,
this has been accompanied by centrally-mandated curricular prescription and a recentralising
of power (Sugrue, 2011). Where once, as outlined earlier in this chapter, the teacher’s
106

identity was constructed in terms of a “hired hand” whose decision-making power stopped at
the classroom door, the question needs to be posed: how is teacher identity and, by extension
school leadership identity constructed in this frame? Are their voices heard in political debate
or are they constructed merely as “ciphers whose task is to implement reforms and, if the
reforms are not successful, teachers are unfairly held accountable”? (Heywood, 2008: XI).

Thus, new managerialism defines human relationships in transactional terms, (i) as the means
to achieving high performance and productivity within school organisations, (ii) in a system
whereby educational managers are judged by what can be measured in their performances and
(iii) the values of new managerialism encourage competitive behaviour, whereby each person
feels that s/he is being monitored constantly and is measured competitively with others
(Lynch et al, 2012).

In analysing the new managerialist world-view, as it applies to school leadership in Irish postprimary schools, significant questions must be posed concerning its implications for schools.
How is the hegemonic influence of new managerislism, which is expressed in an “ideological
homogenisation” (Sugrue, 2006: 181) mediated by the traditional denominational
homogenisation, as discussed earlier in this chapter? In activity-theoretical (Engestrom,
2008) terms, how are the contradictions of the new technologies reconceptualised to include a
wider range of possibilities than in the previous form of the activity? Because within the
neo-liberal discourse, education is constructed as a market commodity and, the life-world of
“care” is subordinated (Lynch, 2006), how does educational leadership construct the socioemotional, care-world of the school? Sugrue (2006) cogently argues that, as a result of
increased performativity agendas being imposed on teachers’ work, social democracy and
public debate on schooling are marginalised in the pursuit of individual goals. How is school
leadership positioned in this frame?
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In respect of this debate, Sugrue (2006) poses an interesting question when he asks, “Are we
closer to Boston than to Berlin?”, i.e. are we closer to the neo-liberal agenda which is deeply
embedded in the rugged individualism of American politics or to the more welfare statist
Western European norms? Lynch et al (2012) suggest that Ireland operates within the AngloAmerican zone of influence and our post-colonial, post-Independence history would indicate
that, not alone have we never had a socialist government but that anything that smacked of
socialism or even social democracy was demonised by the Catholic Church. Hence, Ireland
was fertile terrain in which to plant neo-liberal, new managerialist ideologies.
Teachers’ Unions and Support Groups
In response to these questions, the literature indicates that at post-primary school level, new
managerialism is controversial, is strongly contested and, as a result, constrained (Lynch et
al, 2012). Post-primary teachers are highly unionised and the two post-primary teachers’
unions Association of Secondary Teachers in Ireland (ASTI) and the Teachers Union of
Ireland (TUI) have had significant influence in the educational landscape, having the power to
resist and delay the material implications of the mercantile paradigm and new managerialism
(O’Sullivan, 2005). It is also important to point out that, in Ireland, there is no separate union
representing the interests of principals, they are members of the same unions as teachers.
There is one professional association for principals and deputy principals, NAPD,
representing their voices. NAPD, however, does not have negotiating status at the industrial
relations table.

The NAPD was founded in 1998 to provide a voice for principals and deputy principals on
matters of common concern. It argues for an education system that has a care function and
that produces citizens who can rule rightly and play their part fully in society (Geraghty,
NAPD President 2010). It also proposes that education policy needs to be guided by what is
best for students and not what is best for the pocket ( O’Brien, NAPD President, 2011). It is
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also considered worthy of mention that a dominant trend at school leaders’ conferences is an
articulation for more autonomy for school leaders to make decisions appropriate to their
individual school contexts (Flood, 2011).
This stance aligns closely with the notion of enacting and realising a school’s ethos and
characteristic spirit, as part of the lebenswelt of school organisations, as “communities of
practice”, as discussed earlier in this chapter. Lynch et al’s (2012) empirical case-study
research corroborates this point, when they indicate that most principals they interviewed
were strongly child-centred, with a tradition of person-centred education being part of the
discourse of both assessors and principals. They also suggest that the strong religious
influence on the historicity and traditions of Irish schools, where there is a focus on care and
nurture, meant that new managerial values were perceived to be in tension with the more
traditional person-centred values. Thus, the argument may be made that principals, in
fostering positive and collegial relations with staff and, in enabling the enactment of
distributed leadership models, pay particular attention to the construction of caring, personcentred identities. These factors are significant in mediating change, shaping leadership roles
and constructing the road to the future.

Accountability
As outlined earlier, the notion of accountability is highly pertinent to any discussion on the
positioning of education and, by extension, educational leadership, in twenty-first century
Ireland. In the 1990s, neo-liberal principles came into play as accountability was one of the
key principles informing policy development, when the DES began to use the language of the
market in its key strategy documents, beginning with Implementing the Agenda for Change in
1996 (Lynch et al, 2012). Since the implementation of the Education Act (1998), the
importance of the accountability of the education system has been enshrined as an objective
for each individual concerned with its implementation (Minister Ruairí Quinn, 2013). This,
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in line with general public service reform, results in professional accountability being
devolved to schools, as targets are set to ensure more effective teaching and learning, more
efficient use of resources to ensure a high quality system which is concerned with continuous
improvement.

The concept of educational accountability has been linked to neo-liberalism and as a
technology used by governments to control public institutions and regulate society through a
variety of strategies, techniques and procedures (Taylor Webb, 2011). This new global
paradigm has re-defined educational purposes, in terms of the role education must play, not
alone in ensuring the competitiveness of the national economy, but also in meeting the needs
of the global economy (Rizvi and Lingard, 2010). Contextualising the rise of what they term
a “rising tide of new accountabilities” in Ireland, Conway and Murphy (2013) provide a frame
to unpack how these accountabilities are enacted in practice. An adaptation of that frame is
presented in Table 3.1 below.

Types
accountability
Organisational

of Actors

Mechanism
method

DES

Hierarchical
relationships

Teaching Council

Peer review

and Current examples in
Ireland across the
continuum
Registration
of
teachers
Codes of standards
Review
and
accreditation of ITE
programmes

Political

Minister
for National strategies
Education & Skills
System-level
Senior civil servants reviews
in DES
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Specification
of
leaning
outcomes
(LO)
Response to PISA
2009, leading to
new policy direction
driving
systemic
reforms via national
literacy
and

Legal
Professional

Moral/ethical

numeracy strategy
(2011)
and
associated
DES
implementation
circulars in 2011
and 2012.
State
Legislation
Numerous Acts of
governing education Parliament
Teaching Council
Compliance
with Representation of
standards
and teachers, principals,
demonstrated LOs
NCCA, professional
Professional
bodies, managerial
accreditation
bodies etc.
process by TC
Peer review, quality
review etc.
Schools,
various Cultural
Ethical and moral
stakeholders, public expectations
aspects of teaching,
Legislative
leadership.
requirements
Professional codes
of conduct
Emphasis in CPD
provision.

Table 3.1 Adaptation of Conway and Murphy’ (2013) frame - accountabilities in
teaching in Ireland 1997 – 2012.
This frame is indicative of a government strategy which demands “a bifurcation of power”
which allows “control to remain centralised while responsibilities were decentralised”
(Lynch et al, 2012:11). Such legislative conformity has the potential to result in a situation
where the goals of one can be achieved while the conformity prevents the realisation of other
goals (Rizvi and Lingard, 2010). What then are the implications of this accountability
regimen for school leadership? Leithwood (2001) suggests that no matter what eclectic mix
of policies and assumptions are faced by a school, effective leadership will be constructed in
“buffering teachers from their conscientious tendency to feel they must respond
comprehensively to demands for policy implementation from governments” (Leithwood,
2001: 228).
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Evaluation of Schools
Indicative of the increased emphasis on accountability in Irish post-primary schools are
school inspections and ensuing Whole School Evaluation reports which are based on
inspectors’ evaluations of individual schools (McNamara et al, 2011; Sugrue, 2011; Conway
and Murphy, 2013). School evaluation takes two forms, school inspection which is external
and school self evaluation which is internal, with both forms seen as being inter-related and
integral to school improvement and school reform policies in most countries (McNamara et
al, 2011; Sugrue, 2011). In the context of a global economy and, as education has been reconstituted as being central to economic competitiveness, an audit culture has emerged,
whereby the site of practice is accountable for the achievement of overarching goals which
are set centrally (Rizvi and Lingard, 2010). School inspections are one of the primary ways
in which the audit culture has manifested itself in the Irish education system. This is central
to the new accountabilities frame, as inspections are key ways in which governments call
schools to account for the way they conduct the enterprise of education and an important way
in which they hold them responsible for outcomes (Richards,2001).

While external school inspection and internal school evaluation are seen as being integral to
school reform in most countries, the emphasis placed on each, however, depends on national
contexts and on the balance between school accountability and teacher empowerment
(McNamara et al, 2011). Both the rhetorics of autonomy and the devolution of decisionmaking and responsibility to the level of the school have been accompanied by “a
recentralising discourse of greater curricular prescription and technologies of accountability”
(Sugrue, 2011:59). Sugrue further argues that these dominant discourses have been refracted
differently within national policy arenas, due to different traditions and trajectories.
Each national education system has a conceptual framework to guide inspectors’ observations
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and, reporting and observation statements are as precise as the theoretical frameworks that
they utilise (Chalmers, 1976). In common with most European countries, Ireland has sought
to develop an evaluation framework based on external monitoring, evaluation and inspection,
while at the same time, endeavouring to create a balance, with a trend towards more internal
autonomy, accountability and openness, to be achieved by developing a collaborative culture
in schools.
Role of the Inspectorate Historically Situated
At this juncture, it is necessary to trace the role of the Inspectorate in Ireland from the
foundation of the state (1922), as its unique history and background provides an important
lens on how evaluations and inspections are mediated in Irish post-primary schools, as
“communities of practices”. Coolahan and O’Donovan (2009) indicate that from the
nineteenth century, through independence (1922), until the enactment of the Education Act
1998, inspectors were left at arm’s length in secondary schools and were resented by school
authorities. It must also be factored in that there were three separate branches of the
Inspectorate serving national, secondary and vocational schools, a practice which was to
continue until 1998, when the three branches of the Inspectorate were integrated, in
accordance with the Education Act 1998.

The entire process was a socio-historical legacy from the mid-nineteenth century and what
may be termed “Cullenisation” of Irish education, as discussed earlier in this chapter, when
state interference was opposed and rejected by Cardinal Cullen, as education was constructed
as a private matter. This practice of state interference not being welcome continued into the
twentieth century. The powerful teachers’ union ASTI also lent its voice to the
marginalisation and stringent resistance to the Inspectorate in Irish post-primary schools,
when it adopted a policy that inspections of teaching and learning could only be conducted
with a teacher’s consent (Coolahan and O’Donovan, 2009). For that reason, by the early
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1990s, inspections of secondary schools had ceased almost entirely (McNamara et al, 2009).

In effect, this resulted in the teacher being almost autonomous in his/her classroom, working
in splendid isolation, with the classroom door being firmly shut in the face of any evaluation
of teaching and learning. In fact, this practice of minimal compliance also extended to the
principal, where the practice of school principals visiting teachers’ classrooms to evaluate
teaching and learning was almost non-existent. This impacted on the principal’s capacity to
exercise instructional leadership. Anecdotally, there are many instances where long-serving
teachers recount that they have not have not had a visit from an inspector since the days of
their Higher Diploma in Education supervisors. All of the above resulted in the fact that the
role of the secondary school inspectorate became one of preparing, administering, correcting
and monitoring the correction of state examinations. It evolved that there was a lack of clarity
and focus on what the inspectors’ key role was, resulting in inspectors resenting what they
perceived as their marginalisation from the policy area (Coolahan and O’Donovan, 2009).

The Education Act 1998, which was the first all-embracing piece of education legislation in
the history of state, gave a statutory status to the Inspectorate and unified its three branches.
Under the Education Act, the core statutory remit of the Inspectorate may be summarised as:
enacting a programme of inspection in schools, promoting compliance with regulation and
legislation, providing an advisory role for schools and contributing to policy development
(Coolahan and O’Donovan, 2009). For purposes of the current discussion, it is important to
elaborate on the section of the Education Act which refers specifically to the schools’
evaluation role of the Inspectorate as one where they seek to:
evaluate the organisation and operation of those schools and centres and the quality
and effectiveness of the education provided in those schools or centres, including the
quality of teaching and effectiveness of individual teachers (Part III, 3(I)).

Two points must be made regarding this excerpt. First, this elucidation on the model of
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systemic reform, as it pertains to school evaluation, represents a new departure and restructuring of teachers’ identities, as these new legislative mandates for accountability require
the teacher to open the classroom door. Under the Education Act the principal, as school
leader, is mandated to provide leadership to teachers and other staff and to support learning
among students and promote the professional development of teachers. It is thereby the role
and responsibility of the principal, as instructional leader, to lead the school community in
engaging with the process and in promoting professional development and teacher capacitybuilding.
Quality Assurance
Second, in re-framing professional practices and constructing new imperatives for schools,
there is an emphasis on quality assurance. This aligns with the practice in most European
education systems where school inspection is used a major instrument for, not alone
promoting the quality of schools, but also controlling schools (Ehren et al, 2013). The
discourse in the above extract is constructed as part of globalised policy discourses, whereby
all nations on the globe are attempting to improve both the quantity and quality of human
capital (Rizvi and Lingard, 2010). This quality assurance regimen fits neatly into a model of
governance where education has been re-configured as a commodity essential to economic
competitiveness.
It also has traces of Murgatroyd and Morgan’s (1993) thesis in Total Quality Management
and the School which proposes that the underlying dynamic in the field of schooling is a focus
on an increasing market-driven competitiveness. Murgatroyd and Morgan frame schooling as
shifting from a public service driven by professionals to a market-driven service, driven by
purchasers and customers. It must be taken into consideration, however, that the evaluation
policy which was centrally devised is always mediated by schools as “communities of
practice”. Mediation from the local context must always be taken into account in any
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conversation on the enactment of policy.
Whole School Evaluation (WSE)
In exploring in greater depth how Ireland has responded to the performativity and new
accountability orders, as discussed in the preceding sections, it is essential to probe the
concept of whole school evaluation. The first whole school evaluations of schools, building
on the school evaluation framework entitled Looking at Our Schools(LAOS) – an aid to
self-evaluation in second-level schools (DES, 2003), took place in 2004. The first articulation
of a whole school evaluation model was entitled Whole School Inspection (DES, 2006), but
following consultation with the various stakeholders and partners in the education process, it
was re-named Whole School Evaluation. This framing may result from the particular
contextual Irish circumstances, where the history and practice of inspection, as outlined
earlier, meant that the word “inspection” was anathema to the Irish’s teachers subjectivities.

According to this model, the evaluation process would take into account the contextual factors
of each school and the data gathered during WSE inspections would not be used to compare
schools or to construct league tables of schools. The LAOS template presents a set of five
broad areas or dimensions of the operation of a school as follows: quality of school
management, quality of school planning, quality of curriculum provision, quality of learning
and teaching in subjects and quality of support for students. Each of these broad themes is
divided into a number of aspects, and these, in turn, are divided into components. For each
component a number of themes have been pinpointed as a basis for evaluation

Subsequent to the inspections, feedback is given to schools about the outcomes, verbal at first,
and later in written form. Final inspection reports are published in hard copy and on the DES
website. Research indicates that the published inspection reports are often couched in
anodyne language (McNamara and O’Hara, 2008; Ehren et al, 2012). Sugrue’s (2011)
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analysis of eleven WSE reports for the first three years for which WSE reports were
published and for schools which were considered to be operating in the most challenging
contexts, reveals that though the schools were “on the edge”, the reports were written in
language that was remarkably positive in tone and context. Regarding this issue, Sugrue
posited a number of questions: (1) is the language of WSE reports ubiquitous?; (2) was the
Inspectorate in the process of divising a new language of evaluation, which only insiders
knew how to decipher? or (3) was it also about reading between the lines and deciphering and
interpreting the silences and nuances of the subtle language? The answer may lie in the fact
that the language is benign to placate powerful unions, as discussed earlier. This further
serves to highlight the immense sensitivity in the Irish education system to anything
“smacking” of evaluation in any form (McNamara and O’Hara, 2012:83).

Two further points must also be addressed in respect of the evaluation reports and findings.
First, one of the key assumptions underpinning the LAOS framework was that it was designed
to be an overview of the work of the whole school carried out in a spirit of co-operation,
collaboration and partnership. A pertinent point to include, however, is that individual
teachers would not be named, nor would they be called to account for poor performance or
deficient methodologies. This in itself is significant and was agreed upon only after
protracted and arduous negotiations which saw significant weight being given to the views of
the powerful teacher unions (McNamara and O’Hara, 2012). Thus, while WSE was not
welcomed by teachers, it turned out to be a far more benign system of performance than that
which would operate in an individualised system (Lynch et al, 2012). It is of interest to note,
however, that this benign system does not extend to all members of the school community, as
the leadership performances of principal and deputy principal are discussed and, while the
protagonists are not named, they are easily identifiable.
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In respect of this latter point, while it is acknowledged that the school principal has overall
responsibility for the educational provision and leadership in the school, there are often
external factors influencing his/her leadership that are not addressed in the WSE reports.
Matthews’ (2010) empirical research study, which sought to establish the impact of WSE as
an external model of evaluation corroborates this point. The findings from her study indicate
that participants contend that the reluctance on the part of inspectors to refer in reports to
external factors, such as shortage of resources and facilities to achieve the recommendations,
indicates that WSE has “no bite” and “lacks momentum moving forward” (2010:148). This
point is also supported by McNamara and O’Hara’s (2011) empirical research, undertaken
with a number of focus groups representing a sample of school leaders, from a range of Irish
school environments. The research findings indicate that the inspectorate, as it is currently
constituted has a deficit in terms of understanding the reality of leadership and management
culture in schools. The view was posited that this was due mainly to an almost total lack of
former school leaders in the ranks of the inspectorate, thereby resulting in a concentration, by
the inspectorate on the wrong aspects of a school leader’s role. This raises questions
concerning how these technologies can be mediated in each school context.

Second, prior to the publication of the final report, schools are invited to respond to the
preliminary draft. The purpose of the school response is to allow schools to correct any
factual errors and to provide observations and feedback on how the report’s recommendations
will be implemented. On matters of philosophical educational debate, however, in the context
of WSE, there is no facility for school leaders to engage in debate or make a written
presentation or submissions or have their voices heard. This debate brings issues of power to
the fore, as by denying agency, the reports are crafted within certain power relations, which
place agency in the prescriptive and hegemonic discourses of the state. For these reasons, in
order that principals are enabled to build sustainable learning communities based on shared
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leadership and capacity-building, “educational design must engage learning communities in
activities that have consequences beyond their boundaries” (Wenger, 2008: 274). It could,
therefore, be argued that school leaders and teachers should have a forum in the WSE system
to exercise the agency and voice of their “communities of practice” in broad educational
debate.

School-Self Evaluation
The foregoing debate also brings to the conversation Engestrom’s (2008) activity-theory
conceptualisation, whereby power and learning are framed as locally constructed ways of
dealing with contradictions. This is evident in the construction of internal self-evaluation
regimes of accountability, which are controversial and contested (Sugrue, 2011). One of the
key assumptions underpinning LAOS was that the quality assurance activity of schools would
be achieved by means of a dual approach, by means of school self-review and self-evaluation,
to be supported by external evaluation carried out by the Inspectorate, LAOS also proposed
that it was necessary that schools would be provided with the requisite instruments and
methodologies to assist them in the self-evaluation process. LAOS proposed that when
engaging in this process of self-evaluation, the school would collect and analyse data and
would “then be in a position to make a statement or statements indicating its own
performance in the relevant component, aspect or area of its activity” (DES, 2003:X).

With regard to this aspiration, however, very little data are available about any aspect of the
operation of schools in Ireland and, neither is any attempt made to suggest how the
information would be collected or who would collect it (McNamara and O’Hara, 2012). In
respect of this observation and, because the identity of the principal is constructed as leader of
learning in the school, “it is the intention that you will be leaders of education in your
school.” (Mary Hanafin, Minister for Education, NAPD Conference, 2004). Because of the
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legislative responsibilities of the principal, the remit of the principal would include leading
the self-evaluation processes in schools. To support the principal in this endeavour OECD
(2008) proposes that distributed leadership is the more effective way of coping with this
complex information-rich society.

Managing Leading and Learning
It became clear that a sustained effort would be needed to change the culture of schools to be
more open to self-evaluation and also to provide opportunities, resources and skills for
schools, to enable them effectively collect and collate data (McNamara et al, 2011). Harold
Hislop, Chief Inspector, DES, in an article in Le Chéile in 2011, indicated that reform of the
Inspectorate was necessary and that it was important to work with principals and school
management in working out an inspection system to help improve education.
We cannot have an inspection system that is static, that is answering the needs of the
past and is not really answering the needs of now and of the future (2011: 35).

In seeking to engage with these issues, a revised inspection policy document, Whole school
evaluation – management, leading and learning (MLL) was published by the DES in 2010.
This document sought to address some of the criticisms that had been levelled against the
LAOS system, most notably data collection procedures and absence of consultation with
parents and students. In evaluating and reviewing the traditional model of WSE and, in
seeking to ensure that a WSE was not just an historic episode that happens and is then
consigned to the recesses of memory, the Inspectorate sought to address five key questions:
(1) Does WSE provide a good assessment of the quality of teaching and learning in
the whole school?
(2) Is sufficient focus given to the features of the school that have maximum impact
on student learning?
(3) Are the demands of WSE on the principal and school community appropriate?
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(4) Are the processes encouraging self-review and self-improvement?
(5) What is the likelihood that inspection has a long-term positive effect on school
improvement? (Hislop, 2011).

The key features of the revised model, while retaining the central principles of the LAOS
document, focus on: (i) leadership and management, teaching and learning; (ii) teaching and
learning evaluated across a range of subject areas and levels; (iii) the board of management is
accountable for the school’s self-evaluation process and is required to give a presentation to
external evaluation teams on the school’ self-evaluation; (iv) the voice of other stakeholders is
elicited in the form of parent and student questionnaires; (v) the evaluation is more focused
and a shorter report is furnished in a shorter timeframe.

An interesting point to note is that when visiting teams of evaluators visit schools, along with
the principal and deputy principal, they request to “meet certain key members of staff. We do
not meet full management teams ........ we ask for key leaders or coordinators, or people with
particular responsibility” (Hislop, 2011:37). Implicit in this rhetoric is the notion that
effective models of distributed leadership are a pre-requisite for effective teaching, learning
and school improvement procedures. The extant empirical literature (Humphreys, 2010;
Cuddihy, 2012), on distributed leadership practice in the Irish context, however, draws
attention to the depletion of the middle management structure and how that negatively
impacts on the construction of effective teams. The empirical evidence from that literature
suggests that many principals are doubtful that the education system, as it is currently
constructed and constituted, will be in a position to achieve the required centrally devised
targets due, in no small part, to the decimation of the middle management structure as a result
of recent budgetary cutbacks in funding.
The point may also be made that the entire MLL process is positioned in a discourse of
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greater school based autonomy, as schools take ownership of their own self-evaluation
processes. This also aligns, however, with forms of governance required for a globalising
world, while “emphasising increased standards of accountability to meet national goals and
enhance international benchmarking and quality assurance systems” (Rizvi and Lingard,
2010:121).

3.3 Conclusion
As illustrated in the preceding chapters, the distributed framework is considered a useful
conceptual tool through which to generate and provide a deeper understanding of leadership
practice in Irish post-primary schools. As discussed earlier in this chapter, leadership cannot
be extracted from its socio-cultural context and is mediated by contextual values, historical
legacies and societal values and transformations. Cognisance must be taken of the fact that
objects (leadership in this context) have their own historical dynamics and trajectories which
stem from the fact that “objects are constructed by much more multilayered, temporally and
spatially distributed actors and forces than just the human participants observably present in a
given situation” (Engestrom, 2008: 203).
From an activity-theoretical perspective, because “activities are systemic formations”
(Engestrom, 2008:204), it is important to identify the more salient aspects that shape school
leadership practices. This chapter has highlighted that there are two primary, overarching
dimensions shaping that practice: (i) the very particular circumstances of the Irish sociohistorical context and the power and hegemonic influence of the Catholic Church in shaping
school ethos and mediating leadership practice, and (ii) reform agendas and shifting power
relations of the past twenty five years, shaped by more active state intervention and global
policy perspectives, to meet accountability and statutory mandates. Thus, what school leaders
are required to do is very much shaped by a combination of politics and policies (Sugrue,
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2005). This situation gives rise to tensions and contradictions, as reform agendas pervade all
elements of our activity systems.

Change and learning, however, are in the nature of practice and they always involve both
continuity and discontinuity (Wenger, 1998). The challenge for school leadership is to
mediate the tensions between these continuities and discontinuities. Questions arise
concerning how power and legitimacy are enacted. Where once the denominational character
of the Irish educational system resulted in power and influence being vested in the Church, it
has been replaced by a strong state intervention. As a result, school leadership increasingly
has a tendency towards homogenisation (Sugrue, 2005). The argument may be made,
however, that the two contrasting scripts can be integrated and “these new relationships can
awaken new interests that translate into a re-negotiation of the enterprise” (Wenger,1998:97).
Having framed Ireland’s particular socio-historical context, the next chapter will describe the
methodology and design utilised in this research study. The subsequent three chapters will
construct empirical evidence relating to leadership practice in post-primary schools in the
Irish Republic. Chapter 5, in adopting a critical discourse analysis, will explore the
discourses and rhetoric underpinning official policy in a selected sample 21 Whole School
Evaluation reports. Chapters 6 and 7 explore the how and so what of leadership from the
perspectives of principals, deputy principals and teachers.
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Chapter 4 Research Methodology
4.0 Introduction
The purpose of this chapter is to describe the methodology and research design utilised in this
research study. The study explores leadership in Irish post-primary schools from the
perspectives of principals, deputy principals and teachers and, for that reason, a qualitative
perspective is considered most appropriate. Thus, the research design is very much guided by
the following primary research question, as outlined in Chapter 1:
How is leadership defined, understood and enacted in Irish post-primary schools?
The following secondary questions are also explored:
(1) Where does the initiative for leadership lie and who has the responsibility for
leadership roles?
(2) What are the roles, responsibilities and expectations of all stakeholders in the school
organisations?
(3) How are influence relations constructed in the school organisations? What is the
relative influence on school decision-making of each of the agents within the school?
(4) How do schools construct their approach to organisational accountability regimens?
To address these questions, the study explores how participants in the case-study schools
understand their worlds (lebenswelt). Accordingly, the research design used is that of a
constructivist, interpretive, qualitative research genre (Mertens, 2005).

In illuminating the research design for this study, section 4.1 locates it in philosophical
foundations coming from the phenomenological school and perspective. This section,
informed by the epistemological and ontological assumptions underpinning these
philosophical foundations, also considers and proposes the most appropriate research
instruments to answer the research questions. These include case-study methodology and
critical discourse analysis (CDA).
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Section 4.2 outlines data collection procedures, followed by an elucidation on sample
selection in section 4.3. Section 4.4 expounds on data analysis mechanisms which include a
combination of inductive and deductive thematic analysis, informed by the theoretical
concepts outlined in the literature review. Section 4.5 is concerned with issues of
trustworthiness and ethics. Throughout this study, I am very concerned to employ procedures
to ensure (i) the truth value of the findings and (ii) that the research will produce valid,
reliable and trustworthy knowledge, conducted in an ethical and objective manner. The
concluding section, section 4.6, summarises the chapter and provides signposts for the
contextual and empirical chapters.

4.1 Research Design
I have chosen the constructivist paradigm as, in terms of ontology and epistemology, in
constructivist research, the basic assumption is that reality is socially constructed and, the
research “should attempt to understand the complex world of lived experience from the point
of view of those who live it” (Mertens, 2005: 13). Thus, this constructivist lens, which is
where qualitative research is most often located, assumes that there is no single observable
reality, but that there are multiple realities and interpretations of a single event (Merriam,
2009). The qualitative design, thereby, attempts to understand the world from the subjects’
point of view, to ascertain how they construct their worlds and “to unfold the meaning of their
experiences and to uncover their lived world prior to scientific explanations” (Kvale and
Brinkmann, 2009:1). It is also important to remember that the constructivist paradigm also
emphasises that research cannot be independent of the researcher, but is a product of the
values of the researcher as epistemologically “the inquirer and inquired-into” are interlocked
in an interactive process, with each influencing the other (Mertens, 2005: 14).
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Phenomenological Philosophical Foundation
In any discussion on the research design for this study, it is important to locate it in
philosophical foundations coming from the phenomenological school and perspective, as a
phenomenological method is employed as a foundational concept for this research.
Phenomenology is a qualitative research method which was initially presented as a
philosophy by Edmund Husserl in the early twentieth century. Phenomenology is a term that
points to an understanding of social phenomena from the participants’ perspectives as it
describes the world as it is experienced by the subjects (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009).
Phenomenology dwells with and openly respects persons’ own points of view and
honours the multi-perspectivity found in the life-world. (Wertz, 2005:175).
Husserl’s key concept is the primacy of the life-world (lebenswelt). This life-world manifests
itself “as a structural whole that is socially shared and yet apprehended by individuals through
their own perspectives” (Wertz, 2005: 169).
The life-world comprises seven essential fragments: (i) selfhood (the person’s sense of agency
and voice in the situation); (ii) sociality (how the situation affects relations with others); (iii)
embodiment (how the situation relates to a person’s feelings about his/her own body,
including emotions, identity etc.); (iv) temporality (how the sense of time, duration and
biography is affected); (v) spatiality (consciousness of space and situation); (vi) project (how
the situation relates to a person’s ability to carry out activities); (vii) discourse (the speech and
linguistic world employed to describe the situation) (Ashworth, 2003). While Ashworth
(2003) is clear to point out that these fragments are heuristic only, they may be used as a
background lens and research investigation aid to understand and investigate leadership
practice in Irish post-primary schools. Building on this formulation, I view my task in this
research as extracting these dimensions of participants’ life-worlds to make explicit the
structural whole of a school organisation, experienced as both individual and socially shared
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phenomena.
The phenomenological method employed in this research study uses Giorgi’s (1997) Husserlinspired formulation, consisting of the following three interlocking steps, as a template: (1)
description; (2) search for essences and (3) phenomenological reduction. Phenomenological
research characteristically starts with concrete descriptions of lived situations, written in
everyday language and avoiding abstract intellectual generalisations (Finlay, 2009). What is
important here is to describe as thoroughly and as completely as possible, rather than
explaining or analysing. In this context themes and descriptions of participants’ life-worlds
are provided.

The goal is to arrive at the essence of the phenomenon (leadership practice in this study), as
experienced in the consciousness of the research participants. The research is based on the
underlying assumption that that there is a fundamental or essence to a phenomenon.
These essences are the core meanings mutually understood through a phenomenon
commonly experienced. The experiences of different people are bracketed, analysed
and compared to identify the essences of the phenomenon. (Patton, 2002: 6, cited in
Merriam, 2009: 25).
Indeed, the interview is the primary method of data collection to arrive at the essence of an
experience. This aspect will be discussed at greater length later in this chapter. The third
strategy employed is phenomenological reduction. Reduction is defined as the process of
continually returning to the essence of the experience to derive the inner meaning in and of
itself. (Merriam, 2009). Phenomenologists, however, accept that researcher subjectivity is
implicated in research. There is, thus, a realisation of the interconnectedness between
researcher and researched and this characterises phenomenology (Finlay, 2009). Some
phenomenologists propose phenomenological reduction as a means of setting aside personal
prejudices and pre-suppositions. In this guise, reduction is constructed as a “bracketing” or an
attempt to “place the common sense and scientific foreknowledge about the phenomena
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within parentheses in order to arrive at an unprejudiced description of the phenomena”
(Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009: 27). The question remains to be asked, however, to what
degree can a researcher “bracket” his/her assumptions and pre-suppositions, particularly if the
researcher’s life-world and experiences are similar to the field of inquiry.? Some researchers
posit the view that it is neither possible nor desirable to “bracket” a researcher’s experience,
arguing instead that researchers need to be aware of their own beliefs and views when
examining new evidence (Halling et al, 2006, cited in Finlay, 2009).

The key phenomenologically-inspired elements of this research are: (1) to generate, through
interviews, a clarity of the life-world situations of the participants in the case-study schools
and to gain a deep understanding of how leadership is experienced from the inside. I locate
myself as an interviewer and observer in the world of the participants; (2) to analyse,
interpret and understand the meanings pertaining to key themes of the subjects’ life-worlds, as
they relate to leadership, as well as the factors and processes that give rise to and shape them.
In this way, it is intended to arrive at the essence of the meaning of the leadership experience.

This phenomenological notion of understanding the complex world of lived experience is
central to the constructivist or interpretive genre which proposes that to understand the world
of meaning one must interpret it. This is of particular significance to me as I research and
interpret leadership, through a distributed lens, in Irish post-primary schools. It is the reason
why this approach was chosen and why qualitative research is the most appropriate type of
design for this research.
It is also important to point out that there is no claim to universality in the research findings
and that “interpretation” is used to contextually grasp parts within larger wholes (Wertz,
2005). The aim in the research is that, by describing the experiences of a number of subjects,
a number of themes common to the leadership phenomenon may be extracted. In this regard,
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I acknowledge that the knowledge claims of this type of research are open to criticism by
researchers representing different research paradigms. There is also the dilemma of how to
fashion methodology to reconcile the rights and obligations of citizens and research
participants and how to define equity (Kushner and Adelman, 2006). A contrary argument
may be made, however, by rejecting the notion of an objective reality and positing that there
are multiple social constructions of meaning and knowledge and all participant accounts are
equally valid (Mertens, 2005). Thus, in adopting a constructivist epistemological stance, it is
hoped that the knowledge claims put forward will provide insights which will aid
practitioners and policy-makers in evaluating leadership practice and in providing a roadmap
for reflexivity, leading to improvement.

Informed by the foregoing epistemological and ontological assumptions, I devoted a
considerable amount of time reflecting on the most appropriate research instrument to answer
my research questions. Cognisance was taken of the fact that the construction of a research
instrument is the most important aspect of any research endeavour as it determines the nature
and quality of the information (Kumar, 2005). As the aim of my research is to generate a
clarity, depth and scope of data around leadership practice, through a distributed leadership
lens, the decision was made to gather evidence by applying a two-pronged mixed-methods
approach, through the use of primary and secondary sources. Based on the research questions
outlined earlier in this chapter, the decision was made to use case-study methodology as the
primary source of data collection. Regarding secondary sources, both a content and discourse
analysis is conducted on a selected sample of Whole School Evaluation Reports. An analysis
of these official documents is considered valuable in providing a lens to interpret and reveal
insights into how the Department of Education and Skills views leadership.
Case-study Methodology
Why case-study methodology as a unit of analysis? I have chosen case-study design for a
number of reasons and am influenced by a number of writers in the field. First, case-study
129

provides “an in-depth description of a bounded system” (Merriam, 2009:43). This focus on
holistic description aligns neatly with my interest in exploring the phenomenon of leadership
within the bounded system of a school. Thus, case-study is especially good for seeing
something in its completeness, getting a rich picture and gaining analytical insights from
it (Thomas, 2011). In respect of this discussion, I find Creswell’s (2007:73) definition of a
case-study particularly helpful in my choice of this research instrument.
Case-study research is a qualitative approach in which the investigator explores a
bounded system (a case) or multiple bounded systems (cases) over time, through
detailed, in-depth data collection, involving multiple sources of information (e.g.
observations, interviews, audiovisual material, and documents and reports) and reports
a case description and case-based themes.

Second, Yin’s (2009) formulation provides an important rationale for adopting the case-study
as a research design: (a) how and why questions are being posed; (b) the investigator has little
control over events and (c) the focus is on a contemporary phenomenon within a real-life
context. In respect of my research, Yin’s (2009) definition is especially helpful in enabling
me to determine insightful questions to probe the how and why of leadership as a
contemporary event and phenomenon.

Yin’s (2009) two-fold definition on the critical features of the logic of case-study design has
proven significant as a justification for its use as an instrument in this research study.
(1) A case-study is an empirical enquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon
in depth and within its real-life context, especially when the boundaries between
phenomenon and context are not clearly evident.
(2) The case study enquiry copes with the technically distinctive situation in which
there will be many more variables of interest than data points and, as one result
relies on multiple sources of evidence with data needing to converge in a
triangulation fashion, and as another result benefits from the prior development of
theoretical propositions to guide data collection and analysis (Yin, 2009:18).
Without doubt, the commonality in all definitions outlined focuses on an excavation and
description of a particular phenomenon within a complex bounded context. Also, as indicated
above, to ensure the validity of the results, Yin (2009) recommends triangulation procedures
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to be utilised throughout case-studies. Thus, for triangulation purposes, the evidence data
collected from the Whole School Evaluation Reports are compared with those emanating
from the case-studies (i.e. the interviews with principals, deputy principals and teachers in the
case-study schools), with the intention of providing deep insights into the phenomena from
the perspective of the Department of Education and Skills.

In summary, the rationale for the selection of the case-study as a research instrument for this
research study lies in the key strengths and merits of the design, as outlined in the literature.
The following core merits may be extracted: (1) the case-study offers a rich, thick and holistic
description of a phenomenon; (2) it offers insights and illuminates meanings that expand its
readers’ experiences; (3) case-studies play an important role in advancing a field’s knowledge
base; (4) what is learnt in a particular case can be transferred to similar situations (Merriam,
2009). It is envisaged that the knowledge emanating from the case-study schools can be
similarly transferred, with the aim of informing policy.

It is important to bear in mind, however, that while the foregoing strengths provide an
underpinning rationale for the use of case-study in this thesis, any discussion on its usage
must also identify and take account of certain weaknesses of the design. As a form of
empirical enquiry, the case-study has often been criticised by researchers. Yin (2009)
outlines the four common concerns that have been presented by research investigators as
follows: (1) the greatest concern has been over the lack of rigour of case-study research, and
that often-times the case-study confirms the researcher’s biased views and pre-conceived
notions, (2) case-studies provide little basis for scientific generalisations, (3) case-studies take
too long and result in copious, unreadable documents and (4) a fourth objection has emerged
with a renewed emphasis on randomised field trials, with such studies aiming to establish
causal relationships. In the eyes of many, this has led to a downgrading of case-study
research because case-studies cannot directly address this issue (Yin, 2009).
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In an extension of this debate and, in a valuable discussion on the merits of case-study
research, Flyvbjerg (2006) rejects five misunderstandings about case-study research and
proposes alternative perspectives.
1. That general, theoretical,context-independent knowledge is more valuable than
concrete,practical, context-dependent knowledge.
Flyvbjerg counters this misunderstanding by making the argument that universals
cannot be found in the study of human affairs. Because human activity is located in
local contexts, context-dependent knowledge is more valuable.
2. One cannot generalise on the basis of an individual case, thus, the study cannot
contribute to scientific development
Flyvbjerg argues against this misunderstanding by pointing out that the value of a
single example is underestimated, as there have been a number of cases where it has
been proven possible to generalise from single case-studies.
3. That case-studies are most useful for generating hypotheses, in the first stage of a
total research process
Flyvbjerg rejects this misunderstanding by arguing that the case-study is not limited to
simply generating hypotheses but can also be used to test hypotheses.
4. That case-studies contain a bias towards verification, with a tendency to confirm the
researcher’s preconceived notions
Flyvbjerg contends that there is no greater bias in case-study than in other forms of
research as bias can also enter other research methods.
5. That it is difficult to develop general theories and propositions on the basis of specific
case-studies
To address this misunderstanding, Flyvbjerg makes the argument that the difficulty in
summarising the case-study is not due to the research method, but to the nature of the
reality studies. Regarding this point, Kvake and Brinkmann (2009) extend Flyvbjerg’s
argument and posit that a large number of cases is not always necessary in the natural
sciences where, for example, Harvey’s discovery that the heart is a pump could be
arrived at, in principle, through a careful analysis of a single heart.
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What this points to, for purposes of the research in this thesis, is that case-studies, based on
interviews, are most valuable if done well. It is also important to be mindful of the criticisms
of this type of research in order to skilfully overcome the problems in this type of research
endeavour and to maintain the integrity of this type of enquiry.

Critical Discourse Analysis
Written texts pervade the educational process and educational system, along with the policy
and political processes that shape education (Bazerman, 2006). In this context, Chapter 5 of
this thesis will explore and analyse conceptions of school leadership that are foregrounded in
Whole-School Evaluation (WSE) Reports, in an endeavour to understand the ideological
underpinnings. The rationale for analysing WSE reports is threefold: (1) it will prove a
helpful heuristic in giving me insights into the perspective of the Department of Education
and Skills (DES) on leadership; (2) it will enable me to synthesise the findings with the
qualitative research undertaken in the case-study schools; (3) and, of significant interest for
this study, it will provide a lens through which to interpret and make explicit the thoughtworld of the Inspectorate and policy-makers and on how leadership practice should be
constructed, framed and enacted in schools.

For these reasons, I employ elements of Fairclough’s (2001b, 2010) three-tiered Critical
Discourse Analysis (CDA) framework as an investigative tool to scratch beneath the surface
and to decipher how the construction of leadership is produced in the WSE reports and the
reasons why certain recommendations are made. Critical Discourse Analysis is considered a
valuable tool of enquiry for this analysis as it considers how language enacts specific
perspectives and identities (Gee, 2005). Because the human world is socially and
linguistically constructed, CDA studies how language is used to create, maintain and destroy
social bonds (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009).
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I favour Fairclough’s (2010) discursive approach to illuminate and make visible what is being
communicated in WSE reports in respect of leadership. In developing his theory, Fairclough
proposes that CDA has three basic properties.
(1) It is a relational form of research, with its primary focus being on social relations.
These social relations are complex and include, not alone relations of
communication between people, but also relations between discourse and complex
discursive objects, including objects in the physical world, power relations and
institutions, which are interconnected elements in social activity. Discourse brings
meaning and meaning making into the complex relations which constitute social
life.
(2) These relations are dialectical in character. These dialectical relations are relations
between objects which are different, but not fully separate, in the sense that one
includes the other. External relations between discourse and other objects can be
considered, for example, power and discourse. Power and discourse are different
elements in the social process, yet power is only partly discourse and discourse is
partly power.
(3) CDA is analysis of dialectical relations between discourse and other objects and
cuts across conventional boundaries between disciplines.
CDA is an
interdisciplinary or a transdisciplinary form of analysis. This term entails that the
dialogue between disciplines, theories and frameworks which take place in doing
analysis are a source of theoretical and methodological developments within the
particular discipline (Fairclough, 2010: 3-4).

Using elements of the forgoing as a frame for this analysis, the question needs to be posed,
how is school leadership constructed in the WSE reports? The purpose of the use of this
CDA framework is to identify the discourses which represent how the practice of leadership
and the identities of principals, teachers and other participants are constructed in the WSE
reports under review. There will also be an analysis on how these social identities and
relations are reproduced through the signifiers that make up the texts and through the use of
language and other semiotic instances. The mechanics of how these data were collected are
discussed at greater length later in this chapter.

Two further justifications for the use of CDA include: (1) CDA allows researchers to go
beyond speculation to demonstrate how policy texts work by investigating the relationship of
language to other social processes, including how language works within power relations
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(Taylor, 2004); (2) as an extension of that point, CDA “follows a different and a critical
approach to problems, since it endeavours to make explicit power relations which are
frequently hidden and thereby to derive results which are of practical relevance” (Meyer,
2001:15, cited in Kean-Wah and Ming, 2010).

As with any form of qualitative research, however, it must be borne in mind that CDA also
has its limitations. The researcher does not have the facility to interview the teams of
evaluators or the participants. The WSE reports are written to a template and, thereby, all
aspects of the social world, social discourses and contestations that frame the participants’
worlds are not integrated into the reports. Interpretation of the texts is thereby embedded in
the researcher’s experiences and subjectivities. There is, thus, an added onus of responsibility
to pay careful attention to the linguistic features of the texts in order to bring the nuances
which may be important for interpreting the meaning of texts and which is something a
linguistically trained reader would immediately look for (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009).

In judging the value of the WSE reports, as sources of data, two pertinent questions must be
asked: (a) do the documents contain information or insights relevant to the research question?
and, (b) can the information be acquired in a practical and systematic manner? (Merriam,
2009). In the case of the current research both questions can be answered in the affirmative.
The WSE reports easily fit into the conceptual framework of this thesis. The texts yield
powerful insights into how leadership and reality are constructed within the Department of
Education and Skills value system. A further point worthy of consideration is that the reports
are an easily accessible on-line tool and provide information that would otherwise involve a
considerable amount of time and cost for me to gather, as researcher. Finally, while the
knowledge from the texts can be synthesised with the findings from the case-study schools, in
themselves, they constitute a powerful analytical tool to reveal how the ideological system is
created and re-created through implicit messages, based on what is said and left unsaid. (los
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Heros, 2009).

4.2 Data Collection
As outlined earlier, the major objective of this research is to collect data pertaining to
leadership in the school as an activity system and learning organisation and, thereby, expand
the knowledge base on its enactment in Irish post-primary schools. Because the five main
principles of Activity Theory – (i) relation between human agent and objects of the
environment, mediated by cultural tools, means and signs; (ii) multi-voicedness of activity
systems; (iii) historicity; (iv) role of contradictions; (v) expansive transformation (Engestrom,
1998) – as outlined in Chapter 2, underpin and provide a conceptual frame for this research,
data collection is concerned with engaging with these theoretical principles. Having
considered Yin’s (2009) review of the 6 sources of case-study evidence, (documentation,
archival records, interviews, direct observations, participant-observation, physical artefacts),
along with the three principles of data collection (a) using multiple sources of evidence, (b)
creating a case-study data base and (c) maintaining a chain of evidence, I consider that the
most appropriate data-gathering method in the case-study schools is interviews, coupled with
a discourse analysis of Whole-School Evaluation reports.

Interviews
One of the most important sources of case-study information is the interview (Yin, 2009). If
you want to know how people understand their world and their lives, why not talk to them?
(Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009). To address this rhetorical question, I have chosen the semistructured interview as a research tool. Following Kvale and Brinkmann’s (2009)
enlightening formulation, the three-fold rationale underpinning this choice is as follows: (1)
inspired by phenomenology, it is an exciting way of exploring how subjects describe and
experience their life-worlds (lebenswelt); (2) interviewing is an active process where
knowledge is constructed in the inter-view; (3) interviewing as a mode of enquiry is
136

embedded in a social and historical context. Informed by this understanding, I believed that
the semi-structured interview was the most appropriate research tool to enable me (a)
philosophically link and knit the knowledge constructed with distributed cognition, activity
theory and phenomenology, the conceptual and theoretical underpinnings framing this thesis,
and (b) to gain access to the subjects’ worlds and elicit empirical knowledge about their
assumptions, perceptions and experiences of what constitutes leadership and leadership
practice.

Considerations in Designing the Interviews
There were a number of considerations on which I reflected prior to conducting the
interviews. The first was my interviewing technique. Brenner (2006) asks if interviewing is
theory or method? She points out that there are a number of different techniques with
theoretical assumptions derived from a variety of disciplines (e.g. cultural anthropology,
cognitive anthropology, cognitive science, developmental psychology), with each of these
disciplinary frames making different assumptions about the nature of knowledge and what can
be learned through the interview. From a philosophical perspective, because my own
methodology is grounded in phenomenology, I take a stance, following Kvale and Brinkmann
(2009), that the interview is a professional conversation with a purpose, based on
conversations of daily-life.

Regarding this point, however, it is important to remain cognisant of the fact that the research
interview is not “a dominance-free zone of empathy” and there are “some power
asymmetries” as it is the interviewer who defines the interview situation, determines the
interview topic and decides which questions to ask and which answers to follow up (Kvale
and Brinkmann, 2009). In this context, from a pragmatic point of view, the question was
would the interviews yield useful information? Because these interviews were the essential
source of case-study information, they were and had to be very much guided by me.
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I followed a certain set of questions derived from my interview protocol design and I
constructed a template taking cue from the work of Spillane (2006). Because the empirical
base on distributed leadership is scarce, Spillane in his research in Baxter School in Chicago,
sought to ascertain what was known about leadership, from a distributed perspective, by the
stakeholders. In addressing this issue, he considered four questions:
(1) Who takes responsibility for leadership work?
(2) How are the responsibilities arranged?
(3) How do these arrangements come to pass?
(4) How do individuals get constructed as influential leaders?
I approached my interviews seeking elucidation on these issues.

Pilot Study
Finding one’s own style as a focused interviewer and feeling comfortable with the
participants is the key to a good interview study (Brenner, 2006). For that reason, I decided
to carry out a pilot study. Pilot interviews are crucial for trying out interview questions
(Merriam, 2009). The pilot interview was carried out with the principal of a voluntary
secondary school. The interview had a three-fold purpose:
(1) to ensure that important issues were covered and to enable the interviewee to freely
discuss his perceptions and interpretations of leadership
(2) to enable the development of a good instrument for research in the case-study schools
to gather data to answer the research question
(3) to highlight questions which are unclear, which provide confusing responses or which
provide insufficient information.

The pilot study proved very beneficial in clarifying for me how the type of questioning
enables knowledge to be yielded. I learnt which questions needed re-formatting, restructuring and re-wording. In the pilot interview, I endeavoured at the beginning to frame
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“big questions” and engage in a philosophical discussion. I learnt, however, that to
effectively explore the socio-cultural world of the subjects, it is important to begin with topics
relating to the subject’s job description, school culture, management of time etc. For
example, when interviewing a principal, it is important to set the participant at ease, and
because, I also being a principal share cultural knowledge with the participant, I begin with a
question such as “What are your responsibilities as principal of this school?” I also learnt
that, in developing my technique, it was important to strike a balance between putting the
subjects at ease, and ensuring that the first few questions were sufficiently powerful to enable
the respondents construct their answers so that rich data could be obtained.

It was enlightening to learn that the words and discourse used needed to be understood by the
subjects in order to make them feel comfortable with the process. This was a particularly
valuable insight to enable me construct questions for subjects other than principals and would
give greater clarity, without ambiguity. With respect to the earlier discussion on “power
asymmetry”, the pilot study also highlighted that though there was no intentional or otherwise
exertion of power by me as an interviewer, I was conscious of entering the world and space of
the subjects. At the forefront of my consciousness was the need for a respect and sensitivity
for the subjects in the busy worlds of schools.

Re-crafted Questions
Subsequent to the pilot study, I returned to the literature to gain further insights into the
crafting of questions, reflecting on the role of power in knowledge production and attendant
ethical issues. I will return to the ethical questions later in this chapter. I adopted Patton’s
(2002) suggestion of the following six types of questions as being particularly helpful:
(1) Experience and behaviour questions, e.g. Can you tell me about a typical day in your
life, as principal or What would your duties as year head entail?
(2) Opinion and value questions, e.g. Is leadership synonymous with the principal? or As
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a special duties teacher, would you see yourself as having a leadership role?
(3) Emotional/feeling questions to mine the affective domain of the lived world, e.g. How
do you feel about the moratorium on posts of responsibility?
(4) Knowledge questions relating to factual questions about a situation, these questions to
be of a probing nature, e.g. Could you say something more about the middle
management structure? or How would you describe the culture of this school?
(5) Sensory (probing) questions, endeavouring to garner more specific data, e.g. Is there a
clear sense among post-holders of belonging to a team? or Do you view DES policies
as opportunities or constraints?
(6) Background/demographic questions, e.g. Did you volunteer for your role as class
teacher? Is it a post of responsibility? or Where did you get your leadership and
management training?

Having given this formulation careful consideration, I followed it in my research in the casestudy schools. I was careful to manage the interactions and rapport with the participants in a
respectful, sensitive and non-judgemental manner. Because all participants had volunteered
to participate and were positively disposed towards the research process, I assumed from the
outset that the respondents would be forthcoming and comfortable with engaging on the
questions. While I acknowledge that the interviewer-respondent interaction is a complex one,
with both parties bringing biases and predispositions to the process (Merriam, 2009), my
assumptions proved correct in the case of all encounters.

I began all interviews with informal, introductory questions proceeding through a continuum
to more probing follow-up questions as the interviews progressed. I gained a confidence and
competence throughout the process and became more comfortable in the interviewer role.
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Recording and Transcribing the Data
In all cases, having consulted with the participants and gaining their permission, the
interviews were recorded by using an audio recorder. This tool allowed me, as interviewer, to
focus on the conversation and not to be distracted by copious note-taking. It also enabled me
to observe the expressions, actions and body language of the participants. I used judicious
note-taking to record the said observations and expressions. There is no doubt that the
audiotapes proved to give a highly effective rendition of the interviews by capturing the
nuances of the dialogue and the features used by respondents in their answers, e.g. pauses,
repetitions, intonations etc.

Subsequently, I transcribed the recordings manually, which proved to be a long, timeconsuming, arduous process. While the process was tedious, however, it brought a deep
familiarisation with the data. It also enabled me to assess and internalise the quality of the
data as I proceeded. This would prove to be greatly beneficial as I later conducted a thematic
analysis and sought to unpack the content and nature of a particular theme.

Documents
Documents were also collected from a random sample of 21 WSE reports. I considered that
these documents constitute important primary sources of data as they recount the DES
inspectors first-hand experience of the phenomenon (leadership) being explored. Both a
content and a discourse analysis on the official documents is valuable in providing a lens to
interpret and reveal insights into how the DES views leadership. “Discourses are debates
about status, power and social control, they are, thus, debates with deep consequences for the
distribution of social goods” (Gee, 2005:178). As language and discourse are used to convey
a perspective or set of beliefs, a key assumption underpinning my analysis of the WSE reports
is that meanings are constructed, they are not neutral. The key questions, thus, which I pose
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to the documents include:
(1) What are the dominant discourses in the documents?
(2) What assumptions are made about leadership?
(3) What perspectives on leadership, power, status and agency is the language in the
documents communicating?

With respect to the question of power and, having considered that the documents could
provide a powerful insight into the DES perspective, a key question I foregrounded was if
language is a discursive performance that either works for or against power, the question of
power is always relevant from a discourse theoretical point of view (Kvale and Brinkmann,
2009). Thus, in posing the aforementioned three questions, the research design used was
modelled on Fairclough’s (2010) three-dimensional, critical discourse analysis (CDA)
framework. In using CDA, my assumption was that it is particularly appropriate for analysis
of documents because it allows a detailed investigation of the relationship of language to
other social processes and how language works within power relations (Taylor, 2004). As
illustrated in the diagram below, in Fairclough’s frame, each discursive event has three
dimensions, it is “a spoken or written language text, it is an instance of discourse practice
involving the production and interpretation of a text and it is a piece of social practice.”
(2010:94).
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Description
(Text Analysis)

Interpretation
(Processing Analysis)

Text
3

Explanation
Discourse Practice
Socio-cultural Practice

2
1

Fig. 4.1 Fairclough’s dimensions of discourse and discourse analysis.

Following Janks (1997), in gathering the data from the WSE reports, I employed
Fairclough’s three-dimensional image to emphasise the interdependency of the boxes and as a
technique to record my comments in the appropriate boxes as I posed my questions to the
texts, from a CDA perspective.

I began with textual analysis (Box 3) and examined the following aspects which are
Fairclough’s (2010: 106-108) key questions for text analysis: the thematic structure of the
text; patterns of transitivity in the clauses; use of active and passive voice; choices of
modality; choices of mood; vocabulary. In terms of interpretation, I found Fairclough’s
references to inter-discursivity and inter-textuality particularly helpful, as it highlights the
situational and inter-textual context as being central to the process of interpretation. This
highlights a historical view of texts and thus a key consideration in my data-gathering is to
determine which discursive practices and contextual factors influenced the production and
interpretation of the texts. Similar to and congruent with the interviewing process, analysis of
the documents is embedded is a social and historical context.
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Regarding the foregoing point, an issue which concerned me and on which I reflected deeply
is that different readings of texts are possible and the challenge was how to interpret the
meaning of the material. As a social practice, however, in posing my questions to the text in
this time of great change in the Irish educational landscape, it is envisaged that the data
gathered and, subsequently analysed, will offer new perspectives from which to interrogate
the educational world. I am also confident that CDA is an important research tool which
might contribute to more broadly conceived social research into processes of social and
cultural change affecting contemporary organisations” (Fairclough, 2010: 118).

4.3 Sample Selection
Having reflected on the experience and insights gained from the pilot study and, armed with a
tool-bag of conceptual and theoretical frames and understandings, I then set about the task of
considering how many case-study sites to visit. The first decision concerned design choices
and whether it would be a single case-study or multiple case-study design? The decision was
made to employ a multiple case-study design (3 cases) because, in this, the focus is on the
object and on the phenomenon of which the case is an example (Thomas, 2011). Following
this logic and because, in Husserlian phenomenological terms, as already discussed at the
outset of this chapter, in the life-world subjects and objects are interdependent entities, my
aim in this thesis is to reveal the subject-object relationship between participants and their
meanings and experiences of leadership (the object / phenomenon).

Using this rationale, and, aligning with the literature (Merriam, 2009; Yin, 2009; Thomas,
2011), the analytical benefits of having three case-study sites were viewed as being
considerable for the following reasons:
▪ they offer thick information-rich, in-depth descriptions of the phenomenon
across different sites, from which a great deal can be learnt about the object of
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enquiry
▪ there is a possibility of direct replication
▪ analytical conclusions will be more powerful than those coming from a single casestudy
▪ each individual case is less important in itself than the comparison each offers with
the other
▪ the use of the multiple case-studies also provides an analytical frame which
moves deeper than mere description and allows for an interpretive, evaluative
lens by comparing and contrasting the cases.
Thus, what is termed purposeful sampling, which “is based on the assumption that the
investigator wants to discover, understand and gain insight and, therefore must select a
sample from which the most can be learned” (Merriam, 2009: 77), was considered the most
appropriate sampling method for the study. The use of this type of purposeful sampling
enables a cross-case analysis, whereby identified themes across the case-study schools can be
compared, contrasted, explored and evaluated. This cross-case analysis “is about the guts of
the case, seen in its wholeness” (Thomas, 2011: 141).

Selection Criteria
In this purposeful sampling process, certain selection criteria were established in choosing the
sites to be studied, as follows:
(1) Because activity systems take shape and may only be understood against their own
history (Engestrom, 2008), as outlined in Chapter 2, and to take account of the
different socio-cultural backgrounds and contexts, the range of schools would be
cross-sectoral to include one from the voluntary secondary sector, one from the
community and comprehensive sector and one from the vocational educational sector.
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(2) In line with the distributed leadership conceptual tool underpinning this research and
which proposes that leadership is stretched over the work of a number of individuals
in the school organisation, I sought to interview teachers at all levels in the school
organisation, - principal, deputy principal, assistant principals, special duties teachers,
non-post of responsibility holders, teachers on fixed-term contract, long-serving
teachers and teachers new to the school – to gain a broad perspective.
(3) Because research involves spending time in the lived-world of participants and, being
conscious of entering their space, it was important that there would be an open
willingness on the part of school communities to participate. This factor was
considered more pertinent than accessibility and, for that reason, I was prepared to
allocate time to travel to the schools.
(4) I sought to conduct my research in different parts of the country, as different local
factors could prove pertinent to the analysis.

To meet the above criteria and to select the sample schools, I used network sampling as a
form of purposeful sampling. While attending a NAPD annual conference, I addressed the
delegates and asked for volunteers from the three second-level sectors. As I was not looking
for typical or atypical samples or instances where schools had participated in various
leadership programmes, but rather a sampling to ascertain how the phenomenon occurs, I
viewed the NAPD conference as a suitable forum to acquire willing participant schools. I
succeeded in acquiring three case-study schools, however, only two of the three sectors were
in a position to participate, the voluntary secondary and vocational educational sectors. This
resulted in the fact that two of the participating schools were voluntary secondary schools.
Case-study Schools
A profile of each of the participating schools is presented below.
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Liceo San Giovanni
Liceo San Giovanni is a medium-sized urban, all boys’ voluntary secondary school, in
Leinster, with a student population of 411 students. Interviews were conducted with 6
participants, the principal, deputy principal, 3 assistant principals and 1 special duties teacher.
Liceo del Popolo
Liceo del Popolo is a rural co-educational community college, in Munster, with a student
population of 589. In total, there were 6 participants including the principal, 1 assistant
principal, 2 special duties teachers, 1 permanent whole-time teacher without a post of
responsibility and 1 teacher with a fixed-term contract and without a post of responsibility.
Liceo Santa Maria
Liceo Santa Maria is an all girls’, urban voluntary secondary school, in Munster, with a
student population of 384. This school has a DEIS (Delivering Equality of Opportunity In
Schools) status. Four interviews were conducted with participants including the principal,
deputy principal, 1 special duties teacher and 1 recently appointed teacher on a fixed-term
contract. One assistant principal, who had agreed to participate in the study, withdrew on the
morning of the proposed interview date.

Interviews form the kernel of the empirical component of the study, thus all interviews were
in-depth, many of two hours duration, but none no less than one hour. It is also important to
note that the data base also includes seven further secondary interviews, one with the
chairman of the board of management of one of the case-study schools (the chairpersons of
the other two boards declined to be interviewed) and six focus-group interviews, one with
each of the parents’ councils and one with each of the student councils. Perspectives from
these participants have been included throughout the study, as appropriate, thereby giving
insights into the lay person’s perceptions.
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Also worthy of mention is the fact that, due to particular sensitivities involved, the deputy
principal in one of the schools, did not wish to have his evidence reported. I am aware,
however, that this factor has partially informed my analysis, forming part of the background
context. For that reason, also, some insignificant details of the three schools’ profiles have
been adjusted to protect the anonymity of the participants and their schools.

Whole-School Evaluation Reports
As outlined in Chapter 1, the second-prong of the exploration in this thesis is to explore the
implications of contemporary accountability agendas for school leadership. Thus, there is an
exploration and focus on the conceptualisations of school leadership that are foregrounded in
WSE reports. For that reason, the question of how many WSE documents should be analysed
to provide a lens on the perspective of the inspectorate on what shapes, characterises and
defines educational leadership in Irish post-primary schools, was an important consideration.
Twenty one reports were considered adequate to answer this question, to maximise
information and to reach a point of redundancy (Lincoln and Guba, 1985). The main
selection criteria in this purposeful random sampling were as follows:
▪ All sectors and school types including voluntary secondary, community and
comprehensive schools, community colleges (VEC), Gaelcholáistí, fee-paying
schools, schools with a DEIS status.
▪ Urban and rural schools.
▪ A broad geographical spread across the country.
It is also worthy of note that, as all WSE reports are available on-line and, in a further
endeavour to protect the anonymity of the participants and their schools, I made a decision not
to include WSE Reports on the case-study schools.
The following table illustrates how the selection process was enacted.
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School Number

School Type

1
2

Community school
Voluntary
secondary school
Community college
(VEC)
Voluntary
secondary school
Voluntary
secondary school
Voluntary
secondary school
Voluntary
secondary school
Community college
(VEC)

3
4
5.
6
7
8

Geographical
Location
South-west - rural
South
–
urban
(town)
South-west - rural

Other
relevant
factors
Co-educational
All-boys
Co-educational

Mid-west – urban Co-educational
(town)
South – urban (city) All-girls – feepaying
Dublin
All-girls
North-east – urban All-girls
(town)
North Leinster - Co-educational
rural
DEIS status

9

Community college Dublin
(VEC)
10
Voluntary
Midlands – urban
secondary school
(town)
11
Community college North –Midlands(VEC)
urban (town)
12
Community college North-West
(VEC)
rural
13
Gaelcholáiste
West- urban
14
Voluntary
West – urban (town)
secondary school
15
Voluntary
South – rural
secondary school
16
Voluntary
Dublin
secondary school
17
Community school
Dublin
18
Voluntary
Dublin
secondary school
19
Gaelcholáiste
South – urban
20
Voluntary
Leinster
secondary school
21
Voluntary
South –West –
secondary school
urban (town)
Table 4.1 Characterisation of schools analysed in WSE reports.

–

Co-educationalDEIS status
All-girls
Co-educational
DEIS status
Co-educational
DEIS status
Co-educational
All-boys
All-girls
Co-educational
fee-paying
Co-educational
All-boys

–

Co-educational
All-boys
All-girls

4.4 Data Analysis
As outlined earlier in the chapter, in this constructivist, interpretive study I explore the
phenomenon of leadership in Irish post-primary education. The qualitative approach of the
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study is informed by the philosophy of phenomenology which seeks to capture the essence or
basic structure of a phenomenon. My data set consists of transcribed interviews and WSE
reports. All data analysis was done manually, without recourse to software programmes.
In my analysis of the data, following Boyatzis (1998), I employ a combination of inductive
and deductive thematic analysis. Thematic analysis is a method for encoding qualitative
information and reporting themes or patterns within the data. A theme may be identified at
the manifest level (directly observable in the information) or at the latent level (underlying the
phenomenon) and the themes may be initially generated inductively from the information or
generated deductively from theory and prior research (Boyatzis, 1998).
Following Schutz’s (1967) stance on the phenomenology of the social world and the more
recent work of Fereday and Muir-Cochrane (2006), the assumptions informing my analysis
are that social phenomenology is a descriptive and interpretive theory of social action that
explores subjective experience within the “commonsense” world of the daily life of
individuals. For this reason, Schutz (1967) proposes a method for selecting social action
comprising two elements of meaning-making: (i) the subjective meanings of the context of
any communication and how individuals interpret the everyday world and (ii) objective
meaning or “ideal types” through which the interpreter seeks to move beyond the subjective
world to interpret phenomena. “The total new meaning-context embracing them both we
have called the coordinating scheme of the sign” (Schultz, 1967: 39).

Thus, in my goal of reaching both levels of interpretation, lies the justification for the use of
combined techniques of inductive and deductive methods. I consider this approach of
integrating social phenomenology with deductive thematic analysis, informed by the
theoretical concepts outlined in the literature review, combined with the themes emerging
from the raw data, by using inductive codes, as the most helpful method of responding to my
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research question.

Thematic analysis involves searching across a data set to find repeated patterns of meaning
(Braun and Clarke, 2006). My first task was to construct a thematic map and template to
enable me conduct the analysis. In my analysis of the text, I used an amalgam of Boyatzis’
(1998) inductive approach and the template proffered by Braun and Clarke (2006). While I
present this in a step-by-step format, it must be pointed out that it was not a linear process, I
zig-zagged back and forth as part of a reflexive, recursive process, as I read and re-read the
data set. I adopted Braun and Clarke’s template, consisting of six phases of thematic analysis,
as illustrated in Table 4.2 below.

Phase
1.

Description of the process

2.

Familiarise yourself with
your data.
Generating initial codes:

3.

Searching for themes:

4.

Reviewing themes:

5.

Defining and naming
themes:

6.

Producing the report:

Transcribing data (if necessary), reading and re-reading the data,
noting down initial ideas.
Coding interesting features of the data in a systematic fashion
across the entire data set, collating data relevant to each code.
Collating codes into potential themes, gathering all data
relevant to each potential theme.
Checking if the themes work in relation to the coded extracts
(Level 1) and the entire data set (Level 2), generating a thematic
“map” of the analysis.
Ongoing analysis to refine the specifics of each theme and the
overall story the analysis tells, generating clear definitions and
names for each theme.
The final opportunity for analysis. Selection of vivid, compelling
extract examples, final analysis of selected extracts, relating back of
the analysis to the research question and literature, producing a
scholarly report of the analysis.

Table 4.2 Phases of thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006: 87).
Phase 1:

Familiarising yourself with the data

As indicated earlier in this chapter, I transcribed all the interviews, allowing a deep immersion
in and familiarity with the data. While this was a time-consuming process, it served to inform
the early stages of analysis as I developed a deep understanding of the data. Subliminally,
this proved to have an interpretive function, as I subconsciously searched for meanings.
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Phase 2:

Generating initial codes

The next significant step involved producing initial codes from the data. Following Boyatzis’
(1998) formulation, I applied three stages in developing codes. The first stage not only
involves sampling and design for the study, but also requires selection of subsamples. I
selected some pieces as subsamples and identified codes from within the subsamples. As
already indicated, this in-depth review of the material provided me with a deep familiarity
with the raw information. I then manually assigned codes to all data extracts by writing notes
in the margins of the texts and using different coloured pens. I initially coded across the data
as many themes as possible. I was, at all times, mindful that the unit of coding determines the
comprehensiveness of my insight into the unit of analysis, as the unit of coding “is the most
basic segment, or element of the raw data or information that can be assessed in a meaningful
way regarding the phenomenon” (Boyatzis, 1998:63). Figure 4.2 below illustrates examples
of codes applied to a short extract of data

Data extract

Codes

I think we all have personal leadership. I
think that we all have to be responsible for
flying our own kite and I think it’s very
wrong to kind of blame the leader, I think
you can complain all you like, if you have
an alternative, but this idea of mmmm
(mimicking). I see leadership too as very
challenging because you’re dealing with so
many different personalities, from so many
different backgrounds. Each of us has
come out of a different decade, so our
expectations were all different, depending
on the decade we came into the school and
it must be very difficult trying to marry that
with everybody, be respectful to everybody
and realising that not everybody can
operate at the same speed.
Fig. 4.2 Data extract and codes

(1) Personal responsibility
(2) Implicit – view of sole leader

(3) Construction of role & identity of
principal

(4) Historicity/socio-cultural context
(5) Contradictions (Activity-Theory)
(6) Role of leader?
(7) Emotional
relationships
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identities/building

Phases 3-5:

Searching for themes/reviewing themes/naming themes

When all data were coded and collated, I trawled through extracts and extracted overarching
themes and subthemes. I answered the challenge to construct categories or themes capturing
recurring patterns cutting across the data. I identified common themes across the data set and,
after a process of refinement and “being satisfied that my themes adequately capture the
contours of the coded data” (Braun and Clarke, 2006:91), I constructed a final thematic map.
My final map consisted of five main themes, as illustrated in Fig. 4.3 below.

Understandings

Instructional

of

Leadership

Leadership

Themes
Emotional
Identities
Managerial
Leadership

Socio-cultural
Context

Fig. 4.3 Final thematic map

153

Each of these themes includes sub-themes, as follows:
Themes
(1) Understandings of leadership

(2) Emotional identities

(3) Socio-cultural context

(4) Managerial leadership

(5) Instructional leadership

Sub-themes
Transformational leadership
Moral leadership
Teacher leadership
Building relationships
Nurturing capital / ethos of care
Inclusion
Trust
Vocation
Spiritual intelligence
Adaptive challenges
Historicity
Societal challenges and expectations
Constructing meaning and identity
Resistance
Middle-management structure
Post-of-responsibility appointments procedures
Volunteerism
Capacity building
Team-building
Networks
Subject department coordinators
Year heads
Class teachers
Staff meetings
Team-teaching
Analysis of results
Reflective practice
Managing instructional programme
Teacher learning and professional development
Sharing expertise
Managing teaching and learning in the school.

Table 4.3 Thematic map, including themes and sub-themes.

Phase 6:

Producing the report

The final phase in the analysis involves engaging with the themes to produce a final report
and, because social phenomenology is both a descriptive and interpretive theory of social
action (Schutz, 1967), to move the analysis from a descriptive to an interpretive level. In
Chapters 5-8, this is achieved by linking each theme to the research question and connecting
the claims being made to the conceptual and theoretical constructs informing this thesis, as
outlined in the literature review. At this stage, I seek to theorize and link the conceptual
elements to the data in a meaningful way. It is also important to bear in mind that now “the
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analysis transcends the formation of categories for a theory and seeks to explain a large
number of phenomena and tell how they are related” (Merriam, 2009:193).
Following Braun and Clarke (2006), I endeavour to position myself both as “cultural member
and cultural commentator” and ask myself the following questions in relation to each theme to
guide the analysis.
(1) What does this theme mean?
(2) What are the assumptions underpinning it?
(3) What are the implications of this theme?
(4) What conditions are likely to have given rise to it?
(5) Why do people talk about this thing in this particular way (as opposed to other
ways?
(6) What is the overall story the different themes reveal about the topic? (Braun and
Clarke, 2006: 94).
I am conscious, however, as with all forms of research, that there are limitations to this type
of research design. First and foremost, the data were coded and themes identified by me, as
sole research instrument. While I endeavoured to ensure that the method was conducted in a
careful, consistent and dependable manner throughout, a shortcoming was that I did not
involve multiple perspectives, as in others looking at the transcripts, in generating the themes
from the raw data. I am confident, however, that I applied thorough rigour to the analysis and
that the steps followed enabled me to achieve a clarity and congruence between the method of
analysis and the conceptual framework.

4.5 Trustworthiness and Ethics
Because the qualitative approach to research is based on different assumptions than traditional
approaches, research methodology scholars address the importance of validity, reliability,
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credibility and ethics as being major concerns in ensuring the trustworthiness of qualitative
studies (Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Mertens, 2005; Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009; Merriam,
2009; Yin, 2009; Thomas, 2011). Thus, throughout this research study, I have been very
concerned to employ procedures to ensure (i) the truth value of my findings and (ii) that my
research will produce valid, reliable and trustworthy knowledge, conducted in an ethical and
objective manner.
In respect of objectivity and, following Kvale and Brinkmann’s (2009) discussion, throughout
the process, I have sought to keep the notion of “reflexive objectivity” to the forefront of my
mind. “Striving for sensitivity about one’s prejudices, one’s subjectivity involves a reflexive
objectivity” (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009: 242). Because I am a practising post-primary
school principal, the trajectory of whose educational career includes a vast experience across
different sectors and positions, including classroom teacher, special duties teacher, assistant
principal, deputy principal and, latterly, principal, I am conscious that I have acquired
subjectivities, biases and prejudices, along my professional journey. I also take cognisance of
the fact that I view the world through a particular lens which is constructed by the various
discourses that define who I am (Glazier, 2005). Thus, just as the participants’ lebenswelt is
socially constructed, my positionality is shaped by my experiences and in how I interact with
the world. For this reason, it is essential that critical reflection is foregrounded as I proceed
through the process.

Another issue on which I have reflected is that, in the case research study, I am the sole
research instrument who has entered the space of the participants. “Being able to trust
research results is especially important to professionals in applied fields because practitioners
intervene in people’s lives” (Merriam, 2009: 209). For the above reasons and, being
conscious of the enormous onus of responsibility to establish trustworthiness and
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authentically describe and interpret the lebenswelt of the participants, I engaged in an ongoing process of self-reflection.
To further establish trustworthiness and to take “seriously the sense-making systems of the
people under study” (Eisenhart, 2006:579), I adopted the Four Design Tests, as outlined by
Yin (2009). The tests may be summarised as follows: Construct Validity, Internal Validity,
External Validity, Reliability.
(1) Construct validity. To meet this test, there was a comprehensive review of the
literature pertaining to school leadership from a distributed perspective. A conceptual
framework was then constructed and emanating from that research, questions were
devised. The literature on research methodology was also consulted to gain insights
on data collection and analysis procedures. To add further authenticity to the process,
themes extracted from the WSE reports were compared with those emerging in the
case-study schools. These themes were then incorporated into the analysis and served
to enhance the trustworthiness of the study.

(2) Internal validity. My research must have internal validity and, from its
phenomenological orientation, already outlined, hinges on the meaning of reality as
constructed by the participants in their socio-cultural contexts. One of the
assumptions underlying this perspective is that reality is not a single, fixed
phenomenon, but is holistic, multi-dimensional and ever-changing (Merriam, 2009).
Thus, in terms of validity, a fundamental question that has to be posed is how to assess
the validity of means of capturing participants’ constructions of reality. To establish
internal validity, the primary strategy used was triangulation. In conducting this
research study, there were multiple sources of data obtained from multiple participants
in the case-study schools. Interviews were conducted with staff members at all levels
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of the school organisations, including leaders and followers and teachers at different
stages of their careers. Focus group interviews were also conducted with Parents’
Councils and Student Councils.
As all interviews were recorded, I returned to listen to the recordings at various stages
of the analysis process, to cross-check and compare data, as I constructed
representations of participants’ constructions of reality. A thorough analysis of WSE
reports was also conducted and this analysis was reviewed and checked with reference
to the case-study findings. Using a constant comparative method, themes identified in
the participants’ interviews were compared and contrasted with themes identified in
the WSE reports. What became apparent was that the inductive approach used to
identify themes in the case-study schools reflected themes evident in the WSE reports.
Thus, this triangulation strategy added rigour to the process.
(3) External validity. External validity means the degree to which the findings of a study
can be generalised to other situations (Mertens, 2005). Yin (2009), suggests that the
use of multiple-case design can strengthen the validity of the results and that the
replication logic is analogous to that used in multiple experiments. This logic may be
applied to the sample of 21 WSE reports, where the replication procedures across
schools from the three post-primary sectors and in different socio-cultural contexts,
including rural, urban, DEIS and private schools, enable generalisations to be made
beyond the immediate 21 reports. The strategy employed here to enhance
transferability was to use “maximum variation” in the study sample, with the aim of
allowing for the possibility of a greater range of application by readers of the research
(Merriam, 2009). In the case of the case-study schools, as with qualitative research in
general, the burden of transferability is on the reader to determine the degree of
similarity between the study site and the receiving context (Mertens, 2005).
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As

already discussed, we all view the world through a particular lens and, in activitytheoretical terms, “because humans are embodied beings their perspectives are
situated”, and positionality “relates to the place people stand from which to encounter
the world” (Anton and Peterson, 2003: 407).
To employ this rationale is to acknowledge that there are multiple views and to
suggest that the reader will interpret and make sense of the data relative to his/her own
standpoint and world view. Thus, what I have sought to do in this research is to
provide rich, thick descriptions of the social worlds of the participants. I presented it
in the form of numerous quotes from the participants’ interviews, thereby, seeking to
capture the essence of the participants’ lebenswelt. In Chapters 6 and 7 of this thesis, I
gave considerable space to description of the sample schools’ contexts and historicity
to enable readers to compare it with their own particular contexts. This strategy was
employed to contextualise the study “such that readers will be able to determine the
extent to which their situations match the research context, and, hence, whether
findings can be transferred” (Merriam, 2009:229).
(4) Reliability. Reliability refers to the extent to which research findings can be replicated
and, if a later investigator followed the same procedures and conducted the same casestudy again, the later investigator should arrive at the same conclusions (Yin, 2009).
Reliability is problematic, however, in the social sciences, because human behaviour
is never static and, thereby, replication of a qualitative study will not yield the same
results (Merriam, 2009). In qualitative research, the more pertinent question is
whether the results are consistent with the data collected (Lincoln and Guba, 1985).
Thus, in this research study, the reason for the constant cross-checking of the
empirical data, as discussed earlier, was to ensure that the findings were consistent
with the data and, from this perspective, that the study can be considered dependable
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and credible. A guideline which I foregrounded throughout the process was to engage
in self-reflection, as discussed earlier, with the goal of this reliability measure being to
minimise biases and errors in the study.

Ethics
As pointed out by Mertens (2005:33), “ethics in research should be an integral part of the
research planning and implementation process.” Throughout the entire process, strict ethical
guidelines were applied and guided the course of the investigation. My guiding
considerations were based around the three ethical principles derived from the Belmont
Report (1987) and illuminated by Mertens (2005) as follows:
(1) Beneficence – seeking to serve the interests of science, humanity and the individual
research participants, while simultaneously avoiding risk or harm to them.
(2) Respect - treating all participants with the utmost dignity, courtesy, respect and
consideration.
(3) Justice – ensuring that the procedures are fair, reasonable and non-exploitative.
At the outset and, throughout the process, I spent a considerable amount of time reflecting on
the ethical issues outlined and, guided by the principles of phronesis or “practical wisdom”
which “can be said to involve what we call the skill of thick ethical description, the ability to
see and describe events in their value-laden contexts” (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009: 67).
Informed by this consciousness, my ethical protocol was based on that proffered by Kvale and
Brinkmann (2009) and considered three of the key fields pertaining to ethical research.
(1) Informed Consent. The primary consideration guiding the protocol was the protection of
the participants in the research study. Thus, the principle of informed consent was
rigourously applied throughout the process. In the case-study schools, the participants were
informed about the nature, purpose, approach and procedures of the research study. At the
outset, participants were given information about confidentiality, who would have access to
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the material and the researcher’s right to publish the interview material. Following the
recommendation of Brenner (2006), informed consent was obtained from the participants
through the use of a letter, which specified the nature of the research, a description of the
benefits of the research, how confidentiality would be protected, description of the risks and
benefits of the research and procedures for answering questions. The primary purpose in
providing this comprehensive information was to negate deception of the participants. The
initial letters were sent to the principals of the schools inviting them to participate in the study
and they freely and without prejudice accepted the invitations. Subsequently, the principals
provided names of teachers and focus group members who had volunteered to participate and,
on receiving their names, letters were issued to the prospective participants. All participants
were informed of their right to withdraw from the research study at any time.

(2) Confidentiality. In addition to adhering strictly to issues of informed consent, careful
attention was paid to ethical issues concerning confidentiality. “Confidentiality in research
implies that private data identifying the participants will not be disclosed” (Kvale and
Brinkmann, 2009:72). I was steadfast in protecting the anonymity of participants, with
pseudonyms being used for principals, teachers and schools. I adhered to the same principles
when analysing the 21 WSE reports. While the argument may be made that the need for
anonymity is less problematic in the case of WSE reports, as they are matters of public record,
readily available on-line and, thereby, open to public scrutiny, the decision not to name the
schools was made after careful deliberation. The issue posed an ethical dilemma, as I had not
consulted the school communities to apprise them of the research study. Thus, I made an
ethical decision, in line with my own value system, to maintain the anonymity of the schools.

I was particularly mindful of the ethical dilemmas which emerged in relation to the collection
and dissemination of interview information. This was particularly pertinent when
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endeavouring to strike a balance between interviewees’ right to privacy and producing key
information relevant to advancing research. In the case of one teacher respondent, the
decision was made not to include some specific information, as certain personal issues were
disclosed during the course of the interview which, on ethical reflection, I considered more
appropriate not to include.
(3) Consequences. Because the case-study is about contemporary affairs and the study of “a
contemporary phenomenon in depth within its real-life context”, the specific need for
protecting human subjects is paramount (Yin, 2009:18). Thus, the ethical principle of
beneficence pertains and the sum of the potential benefits to the interviewee, coupled with the
importance of the knowledge gained should outweigh the risk of harm to the participants
(Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009). To uphold this ethical principle, especially where elucidations
were very open, honest and revealed deep personal issues, I was most careful to maintain a
professional distance, while at the same time providing a listening ear. Ethical dilemmas of
this nature occurred on two occasions and, while in all other cases the personal narratives and
experiences of the participants were interwoven in to their deliberations, the responses were
predominantly of a professional nature.

4.6 Conclusion
This chapter has outlined the methodological and research design journey which I, as
researcher, navigated as part of a process of “systematic enquiry that is designed to
collect, analyse, interpret and use data to understand, describe an educational phenomenon or
to empower individuals in such contexts” (Mertens, 2005:2). The phenomenon under
consideration in this study is educational leadership practice and the journey and design
reflect a constructivist view of knowledge, attempting to understand the world, as experienced
in the consciousness of the participants. The chapter has also reflected on the main
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epistemological, ontological and ethical perspectives as they pertain to this research.
Thus, in adopting a constructivist epistemological stance, it is hoped that the knowledge
claims put forward will provide insights which will aid practitioners and policy-makers in
evaluating leadership practice and in providing a road-map for reflexivity, leading to
improvement. While I acknowledge that my case-study design does not constitute a sample
from which generalisations can be made, it can, however, “set off strands of analytical
thought in the readers’ minds” (Thomas, 2011: 142).

A further key point worthy of mention in this discussion is that the research design (casestudy interviewing and critical discourse analysis) utilised in this study is a form of social
practice. Understanding this also means to engage with two levels of understanding: (i) that
it concerns the impact of broader social forces, along with more local institutional
factors (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009). Thus, any form of analysis, as outlined in Chapters 1,
2 and 3 must take cognisance of the broader cultural, historical and social contexts
influencing subjects’ perspectives; (ii) Conceptions of knowledge must be understood as
existing prior to issues of method (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009). This point is particularly
relevant when engaging with the discourses, as outlined in the WSE reports. “Discourses are
social and historical” (Gee, 2005:178), and ways of acting and interacting pre-date the
participants. These discourses also form part of the broader socio-political context which
influences the participants in the case-study schools. This is why it was considered important
that a discourse analysis of WSE reports warrants a chapter (Chapter 5). Themes extracted
are then compared and contrasted with those extracted from the empirical chapters (Chapters
6 and 7).
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Chapter 5 An Analysis on Whole School Evaluation Reports
5.0 Introduction
This chapter interrogates the primary research question, How is leadership defined,
understood and enacted in Irish post-primary schools, by exploring and analysing
conceptions of school leadership that are fore-grounded in a random sample of 21 WSE
reports, in an endeavour to understand their ideological underpinnings. As discussed in
Chapter 4, the rationale for analysing WSE reports is threefold: (1) it will prove a helpful
heuristic in giving me insights into the perspective of the DES on leadership; (2) it will enable
me to synthesise the findings with the qualitative research undertaken in the case-study
schools; (3) it will provide a lens through which to interpret and make explicit the thoughtworld of the Inspectorate and policy-makers on how leadership should be constructed, framed
and enacted in schools. Also, as discussed in Chapter 4, elements of Fairclough’s three-tiered
CDA framework are employed as an investigative tool to scratch beneath the surface and
decipher how the construction of leadership is produced in the WSE reports and the reasons
why certain recommendations are made.

Because this research is located in philosophical foundations coming from the
phenomenological school and perspective, a key assumption underpinning my analysis of the
WSE reports is that meanings are constructed, they are not neutral. Thus, to arrive at the
essence of the meanings as constructed in the reports, the key questions which I pose to the
documents include:
(1) What are the dominant discourses in the documents?
(2) What assumptions are made about leadership?
(3) What perspectives on leadership, power, status and agency is the language in the
documents communicating?
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Section 5.1 elaborates on the key themes identified in the WSE reports and on those extracted
for more in-depth analysis in this thesis. Sections 5.2, 5.3 and 5.4 respectively explore
spiritual leadership, managerial leadership and instructional leadership. Section 5.5 will
analyse the conclusions and recommendations made in the WSE reports, while section 5.6
will provide a conclusion and synthesis of the findings in this chapter.

5.1 Themes
The WSE reports follow a set format and report on the operation of the school under the
following headings:
▪ Introduction
▪ The Quality of School Management
▪ Quality of School Planning
▪Quality of Curriculum Provision
▪ Quality of Learning and Teaching in Subjects
▪ Quality of Support for Students
▪ Summary of Findings and Recommendations for Further Development.

This iteration of the quality of educational provision is closely aligned with the discourse of
new public management and is based on a culture of monitoring and scrutiny (Rizvi and
Lingard, 2010). These designations also point to discursive practices which are a
consequence of the general re-construction of social life on a market basis (Fairclough, 2010).
This monitoring and scrutiny is driven by economic and market imperatives. The impetus for
this scrutiny is to deliver a quality of educational outcomes, and, in the race to attract global
investment, the Chief Inspector of schools in Ireland commented in 2012 that the quality of
our education system is considered to be one of the most critical factors by investors when
deciding where to locate businesses (Hislop, 2012). This entails profound changes in
institutions, in their practices and in the identities of their members and by extension, greater
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degrees of institutional regulation and rigour (Fairclough, 2010).
This framing also reflects the following related discourses.
(1) The implementation of this discourse of quality has been secured by legislation, in the
guise of the Education Act 1998, which as discussed in Chapter 3, mandates the
inspectorate to evaluate the “quality and effectiveness” of the education provided in
schools, along with “ the quality of teaching and the effectiveness of individual
teachers” (Part III, Section 3 I). This prescriptive policy locates power in the state.
(2) The operationalisation of this discourse of quality assurance entails its enactment
through new procedures which comprise a new set of inter-connected genres such as
genres for staff and student learning and evaluations, planning, monitoring and, as a
result, changes in institutions, their social relationships, along with the practices and
identities of their members (Fairclough, 2010).
(3) As an extension of this point and, expressed in the conceptual framework of activity
theory, as outlined in Chapter 2, the object and motive of the activity systems are
outwardly directed around quality. This requires historical transformations, in that
production systems must be changed to produce a number of different high-quality
products, with power shifting to the consumer (Engestrom, 2008).
(4) This is consistent with rhetorics of accountability, as discussed in Chapter 3. Thus,
there are embedded meanings in the discourse of quality. This rhetoric of
accountability suggests that schools as “communities of practice” must find their place
in broader business processes by aligning their activities and their interpretations of
events to discourses, structures and reified requirements and purposes beyond their
“communities of practice” (Wenger, 1998).
From the list of themes outlined at the beginning of this section, three overarching
themes pertaining to leadership have emerged. These include Spiritual Leadership,
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Managerial Leadership and Instructional Leadership, as illustrated in Figure 5.1 below.

Thematic Map of Educational
Leadership Practice

Spiritual Leadership

Managerial Leadership

Instructional Leadership

Ethos

Board of
Management

Principal and
Teachers

Religion

Senior
Management
Team

Curriculum

Collaboration

Middle
Management

Inclusion

Figure 5.1 Thematic Map of Educational Leadership Practice as extracted from the WSE
Reports.

5.2 Spiritual Leadership
Spiritual leadership is an emerging theme in international leadership literature. Spirituality
and its relationship to workplace leadership is a compelling issue for management
practitioners and researchers and is proposed as one variable of an integrated leadership
development model (Dent et al, 2005). For the purposes of this research, Fry’s (2003)
construct is employed, whereby spirituality encompasses, not alone the vision, attitudes and
values of the school organisation, but also the “behaviours necessary for intrinsically
motivating self and followers to have a sense of spiritual survival through calling and
membership” (Fry, 2003, cited in Freeman, 2011: 122). While the broader spiritual
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leadership conceptualisations are socially constructed and rooted in the school value system
(ethos), a review of the literature suggests that the construct of spiritual leadership has a
leader-follower component and includes characteristics such as valuing people, developing
and empowering people, providing and sharing leadership and building community
(Freeman, 2011).

In respect of this discussion, all WSE reports, under the general heading Quality of School
Management, provide a separate section on the Characteristic Spirit of the School. To
describe the phenomenon of spiritual leadership, three aspects which are pervasive in the
reports and pertinent to the frame are identified as (i) ethos, (ii) link to religion and (iii)
collaboration.

Ethos
School ethos may be defined as the range of values, beliefs and principles which define the
philosophy of the organisation. In the context of education, the school’s ethos wields a
certain amount of power in conditioning people to think and act in a certain way (Donnelly,
2000:135-136). In viewing leadership through this lens, any enactment of leadership is
shaped by giving living expression to the school’s ethos and value system.

As outlined in the 21 WSE reports analysed, in this frame, across all the second-level sectors,
the characteristic spirit and culture of Irish schools involves a holistic view of leadership
which typically involves:
(i) A commitment to community values where:
....... there is an important emphasis on the holistic education of the students ...... a
sense of inclusiveness and community within the school ....... there is a sense of
openness and approachability. (School 1).
All stakeholders share this sense of community:
Students, parents and teachers used the words “family” and “community” when
168

describing the school atmosphere .......... The observations of the inspection team
support the view of the school as a close and inclusive community. (School 16).

In the context of Irish schools, however, as discussed in Chapter 3, this concept of community
is mediated by the Christian notion of a faith community. Given the fact that traditionally
religious communities controlled many of the second-level schools, the theocratic discourse
of these faith communities informs the ethos of schools. These socio-cultural and historical
themes continue to inform leadership practice in Irish second-level schools.
(ii) A realisation of holistic principles, characterised by higher order values. The rhetoric and
formal statement of ethos is printed in the schools’ mission statements, staff handbooks and
school prospectuses and, in all reports analysed, aspires to holistic values.
The mission statement emphasises the co-operation of all stakeholders in the holistic
development of each individual student. (School 2).

Ethos is also understood by considering the values that are prioritised in the daily routines and
procedures of the schools. By using this conceptualisation as a lens and focus, it is possible to
interrogate how spiritual leadership is conceptualised in Whole-School Evaluation reports.
The following key concepts and higher order values are extracted from the 21WSE reports as
being integral to shaping the lebenswelt of all the school organisations analysed.

Practice of Spiritual Leadership
Respect
Trust
Care/Nurture Inclusion

Openness
& Reflection
Approachability

Figure 5.2 Key concepts underpinning the practice of Spiritual Leadership

It is made explicit in the WSE reports under review, that the values underpinning school
leadership are informed by traditional core values, as illustrated in Fig. 5.2 above. Schools
and school systems cannot be extricated from the ethos, traditions and influences that shape
practice.
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Respect, care and concern for the school community are central to the vision, as well
as the provision of a broad and comprehensive education. (School 4).
The centrality of the nurturing capital of Care, Respect, Holism and a shared sense of purpose
is made explicit in WSE reports as being central to the lebenswelt of the schools
being evaluated. Leadership in each of these communities of practice is closely linked to
the ethics of leadership and spiritual development. Thus, the challenge for school leadership
is to effect school improvement in a context underpinned by core values, spiritual and
ethical values.

(iii) A participatory and shared ownership of the ethos and values is pervasive in all the
schools evaluated in the WSE reports under review. Higher order professional values,
involving shared ownership and collaboration are a cornerstone of the relationships between
stakeholders.
There is a strong sense that the school’s ethos and vision is shared by management,
staff, students and parents ......... and the mission statement was prepared
collaboratively. (School 5).
There is a keen awareness of the importance of shared vision and collegiality.
Teachers, school management, administrative staff, special needs assistants, cleaning
and caretaking staff share a common purpose of care and support for the benefit of all
students within the school community. (School 15).
Reflective practice, involving all the stakeholders, is lauded by the evaluating teams as a
model of best practice, in providing a strategic view of planning for the future development of
schools.
An ongoing initiative involves all staff in an examination of the mission and function
of an X school in the twenty first century. This is an exemplary example of reflective
practice. (School 18).
Implicit in this is the view that reflection, consultation, negotiation and interrogation of past,
present and future practice are essential ingredients in any meaningful translation of rhetoric
into meaningful practice (Marshall, 1993).
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While each school has its own distinctive character, culture and tradition, a commonality, in a
preponderance of the schools in the WSE reports under review, is an ethos of care, trust,
mutual respect and openness. Within the neo-liberal frame, as discussed in Chapter 3,
education is constructed as a market commodity, characterised by competitiveness and
individuality and where knowledge is reduced to “the status of an adjective in the service of
the economy” (Lynch et al, 2012:83). Lynch et al further argue that the careless model of
citizenship is enshrined in neo-liberalism and in the promotion of forms of governance (e.g.
measurement, control, monitoring, regulation) that are antithetical to care, in the sense that
they focus on outputs and subordinate process. Teaching, however is a caring profession and
the care element of schools’ identities is manifest as being a cornerstone of each school’s
ethos and value system.

This pervasiveness of an ethos of care, which is the antithesis of the neo-liberal construction
of professional identity as being individualistic and competitive is an interesting one, when
considering discourse as an instance of social practice. There are two orders of discourse
representing, on the one hand, traditional institutional codes of behaviour and prior
knowledge and consciousness situated in school ethos and those defined and prescribed by a
neo-liberal agenda, situated in regulatory, quality assurance agendas, on the other hand. What
is pertinent for school leaders is how these two orders of discourse can be mediated and how
the different scripts can be interwoven (Beck, 2005; Fairclough, 2010). In Wengerian terms,
as discussed in Chapter 2, this point is also relevant in terms of how people’s identities are
constructed in relation to their participation in “communities of practice”, as “communities of
practice” are constitutive of shared histories of learning and evolve through the processes of
participation and reification, interacting and intertwining over time (Wenger, 1998).

In respect of the foregoing discussion, it is pertinent to make the point that neo-liberalism has
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resulted in a particular conception of education becoming dominant, with re-regulation,
through a top-down approach, imposed from the centre, re-defining what counts as legitimate
knowledge and establishing values of new managerialism (accountability and performativity)
to curb the power of professionals in the public sector (Rizvi and Lingard, 2010; Sugrue,
2011; Lynch et al, 2012). While acknowledging that world and the need for schools to be
accountable, consistent with Rizvi and Lingard (2010), I take the view that alternatives to this
perspective are not only possible, but also necessary. This stance calls for a (re)construction
of educational leadership that would result in greater democracy, agency for all stakeholders
and giving voice to the core values of equity, care, inclusion, “liberty and security which
have hitherto underpinned all public policies, including education policy and also re-think
their collective articulation and assemblage” (Rizvi and Lingard, 2010: 202).

Linked to Religion
In an overwhelming majority of the Whole School Evaluation reports analysed, spirituality is
expressed in a religious configuration.
Not linked to
Religion
9.6%

Linked to Religion
90.4%

Figure 5.3 Spirituality expressed in a religious configuration.
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Across the sectors, of those schools analysed, this breaks down as follows:

%
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Community and
Comprehensive
Schools
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Figure 5.4 How spirituality is expressed in a religious configuration across the school sectors.
As outlined in the empirical evidence emanating for the Whole School Evaluation reports
analysed, the Christian ethos underpins and frames the characteristic spirit of Irish postprimary schools, whether they are denominational faith-based voluntary secondary schools or
state second-level schools in the community and comprehensive or vocational sectors.

In the faith-based voluntary secondary schools, the underlying ethos is a community of
practice where “Gospel values underpin everything” (Kelleher, 2012:71).
The school has a Catholic ethos and upholds this ethos through ensuring that a
Christian spirit permeates the whole school. This ethos is reflected in school practices
by the way in which the teachers care for the students and there is also a tradition of
following religious observances. (School 2, Voluntary Secondary School).
The ethos and philosophy underpinning these faith- based schools, whether in the Catholic or
Protestant faith traditions seek to promote the holistic development of students and inform
the practices and routines which occur in the schools.
The work of the school is grounded in a mission statement based on Christian values
............... The mission statement and the characteristic spirit of the school are
reflected both in the daily routines and procedures, and in the policies that support the
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academic, spiritual, emotional, social and physical development of the students. The
school’s commitment to promoting the spiritual and holistic development of students
is very evident. Religious liturgies help to frame the school year..... (School 4,
Voluntary Secondary School).
The school’s ethos statement commits it to being ecumenical, open and welcoming in
the tradition of the Church of Ireland (School 16, Voluntary Secondary School).

The evidence from the WSE Reports analysed in this thesis indicates that the Christian ethos
also underpins and frames the characteristic spirit of state second-level schools in the
community and comprehensive and vocational educational sectors.
The school is managed under an agreement between X VEC and the Bishop of
Y............. Implicit in the school’s mission is the creation of a caring educational
community within a strong Christian ethos.” (School 3, Community College, VEC).
The Board consists of ten members .......there are two nominees by the Bishop of X
(Roman Catholic Bishop). (School 1, Community School).

Historically, and consistent with the literature, as outlined in Chapter 3 of this thesis, these
state schools have had affiliations with the churches, particularly in the case of Vocational
Education Committee schools.

In respect of this conversation, in the current complex post-

Christian society where there is a demand for a greater plurality of provision, the issue must
also be analysed in the context of the unfolding debate on the patronage of Irish schools, as
discussed in Chapter 3.

In the context of this unfolding debate, however, and consistent with the findings from
Parker-Jenkins and Masterson’s (2013) empirical research, as referenced in Chapter 3, the
evidence from the WSE reports under review, indicates that school ethos, with its rituals and
practices, underpinned by Christian values, is a powerful means through which schools attain
their educational goals. From the evidence emerging from an exploration of WSE reports,
contemporary school identity and school leadership practice may be analysed in congruence
with Wenger’s (1998) concept of the negotiation of meaning being a combination of
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participation and reification intertwined over time as dual modes of existence.

Using a Wengerian frame I will unpack some of the reportage from School 6, as a prototype,
to illustrate the point.
School 6 is part of a system of schools whose ethos is influenced by an order
(religious) whose founder had strong and enduring views on religion, education, a
caring society and positive Christian values.
These deeply embedded characteristics are reflective of a history of mutual engagement and a
shared repertoire of routines, genres and concepts that the school as a “community of
practice” has adopted in the course of its existence and which have become embedded as part
of organisational practice. The repertoire also includes “the discourse by which members
create meaningful statements about the world” (Wenger, 2008:83).
All of the activities in the school, from the curriculum to extra-curricular activities,
from codes and policies, to staff, board, parent and student meetings, strive to reach
the aims and philosophies encapsulated in the vision of the school. (School 6).
The discourse explicitly indicates that this philosophy shapes all activities and interactions in
the school, as the institution seeks to maintain control over practice. Practice does not exist in
the abstract or in a historical vacuum and thus the work of “community maintenance” is an
intrinsic part of practice. The foregoing, which is presented in the WSE reports in narrative
form and anodyne language, indicates that the enterprise of practice and school leadership is
never fully determined or shaped by external prescription. The power that institutions have is
mediated by the community’s production of its practice (Wenger, 1998).

While there may be external efforts to de-traditionalise Irish society, the current analysis of
WSE reports indicates that, there is an implicit acknowledgement on the part of the evaluators
of the value of aligning with traditional mores. Even in organisational settings, such as
School 6, which are located in deeply embedded historical forms of denominational value
systems, there are silences regarding negotiation of meaning in relation to changing external
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circumstances. Thus, because the negotiation of meaning is realised by the convergence of
participation and reification and, because participation and reification are not locked in, no
form of control over the future can be complete and secured (Wenger, 1998). The challenge
for school leaders, then, is to lead in a visionary and transformative way, to ensure continuity
of school philosophy and ethos, while facilitating a new order of discourse in the negotiating
of meaning by mediating external forces.

The ontology of school-based spirituality, whether linked to religion or related to ethical
higher-order values frames leadership practice in the schools under review in the WSE
reports. It is presented as being person-centred and promotes a sense of community based on
solidarity and justice (Tuohy, 2012). It is a shared sense of purpose in each school, a
collective phenomenon, driven by the leader and is very much a shared consciousness. The
emerging findings reveal that it represents a leadership worldview based on a shared
leadership model.
Using this frame as a lens, and adapting Spillane’s distributed leadership conceptualisation, as
discussed in Chapter 2, and as illustrated in the diagram below, it is possible to reconcile the
neo-liberal model with that of the more traditional spiritual/ethical model, based on holistic
values and enacted by shared, collaborative leadership practice. I use two triangles, one
Spillanian (2006), whereby leadership practice is a product of the interactions of school
leaders, their followers and aspects of the situation, representing the internal lebenswelt of the
school.

This is linked by a bridge to the other triangle, which represents the current reality

in Ireland, characterised by external influences, and is adapted from Meany’s (2012) diagram.
At one vertex is the State, linked to the Market and Civic Society, but that relationship is
mediated by higher order values at the in-centre. Leadership practice in post-primary schools
in Ireland has to be viewed through these lenses.

176

Civic Citizenship

Leaders

Higher Order
Values

Distributed
Leadership

External Market Forces

State

Situation

Followers

Figure 5.5 Reconciliation of neo-liberal paradigm mediated by higher order values, with a
distributed model representing the internal lebenswelt of the school

Collaboration
The WSE evaluators extol the notion of collaboration and communication as a means of
enacting the ethos, and mission of school organisations as “communities of practice” and as a
means of achieving higher-order values and norms. This implicit view is expressed in a
narrative genre .
Representatives of the Student Council described the school as having a good
collaborative atmosphere with mutual trust and respect. (School 1).
Efforts are made to build leadership capacity amongst staff and students and to
develop a collegial and collaborative school community. (School 6).

There are a number of points to be made about these two excerpts. First, the discourse of
partnership indicates environments of trusting and respectful collegial relations. This
discourse of collegiality may also indicate democratic and distributed sharing of
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responsibilities. Second, a fundamental discourse underpinning the reporting is a recognition
of the importance of stakeholder voice. The excerpt from School 1 takes cognisance of
students’ views of their school situation. While there is a limited engagement with Student
Councils on the nature of school atmosphere, there is a silence around whether students
voices have been heard in relation to their learning, and in giving students a voice in their own
learning. The challenge for school leaders in promoting distributed forms of school
leadership is to foster learning environments where students are given ownership of their
learning in ways that are other than tokenistic. Third, in the extract from School 6, in terms of
transitivity, there is an impersonal character in the reporting. “Efforts are made to build
capacity.” The use of the passive verb means that there is a lack of agency accredited to
those in leadership positions, i.e. the Principal and Deputy Principal.

These observations of the WSE inspectors imply that effective educational leadership has the
capacity to engage directly with key stakeholders, to build relationships and partnerships
within the school community. Engaging many people in leadership activity is at the core of
distributed leadership action. Collaborated distribution involves a reciprocal interdependency
(Spillane, 2006) and as a basis for team collaboration, shared leadership helps meet the
need for co-ordinated effort under conditions of interdependence (Pearce and Conger, 2002).
This DES view is consistent with Gronn’s notion of “concertive action”, which sees
distributed leadership, as not the agency of individuals, but as the result of “concertive labour
performed by pluralities of interdependent organisation members.” (2002:28).
The mission statement was prepared collaboratively ....... there is significant
communication and partnership ..... (School 4).
This implies a view of leadership away from top-down leadership and control. It suggests a
view of schools as learning communities concerned with maximizing the achievement
capacities of all those within the organization (Gronn 2002). Implicit in the reporting, though
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a conceptualisation of an agreed DES model of a collegial and collaborative practice is not
proposed, is the view that a collaborative approach is both required and recommended for
school development and for the quality of teaching and learning. Looking at leadership from
a distributed perspective, it is evident from the discourse of WSE reports that collaborative
ways of working and teamwork are recommended to enhance the development of the school
communities.
It is recommended that the board (of management) seek training from the VEC for its
new members ........ such training would facilitate the development of a focused and
cohesive body with a shared sense of purpose and would aid the members in their
work for the school. (School 9).
This mutual sharing has been termed “community knowledge” or a “social movement” within
the school organisation (Wenger et al, 2002). The basic idea of this view is that people
participate at different levels of readiness and build momentum over time. Leadership action
is emergent rather than immediate. (Harris and Muijs, 2005). This participative emergent
approach has the advantage of enabling a wide range of development options for the school
community.
It is recommended that a review of the mission statement and how it influences the
day-to-day life of the school should be conducted by all school partners, including the
trustees, to provide a cohesive overarching guide for the future development of the
school community. (School 10).
There is a sense of obligation and an instance of deontic modality set up by the use of should.
The sense of urgency expressed implies a criticism of the school organisation and it demands
a response. The rhetoric of partnership and sharing responsibility is essential to this
centralised and highly regulated state view of how leadership should be enacted in Irish postprimary schools. This order of discourse places the state in a hegemonic position and
demands accountability from the school organisation.

Different school communities are at different stages of development, however, but implicit in
the WSE reports is a recommendation for a participative, distributed view of leadership to
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achieve organizational goals. Each school, as a community of practice, will go through its
own phases of development to influence organizational change and a realisation of the
school’s mission and ethos.
In any future review of the mission statement it is recommended that a wider canvas
of views is undertaken as the mission statement is the core principle and the fulcrum
for all endeavours in the school. (School 12)
To improve the architecture of schooling and for new leadership to emerge, schools need to
harness all available leadership capacity. In this context, parents, students, support staff are
all potential leaders and change agents (Harris, 2008). Implicit in the discourse of the
Inspectorate in the above example is an alignment with Harris’ perspective.

5.3 Managerial Leadership
In this section of the analysis, a distributed perspective is taken to examine how WSE
evaluation teams provide insights into how leadership and management unfold in Irish postprimary schools. In taking a distributed perspective, an analysis will be done on how WSE
teams frame and provide an informative lens and understanding on how leadership and
management practice are enacted across the various agents in the school – both positional and
informal (Spillane et al, 2009).

Board of Management
This section provides insights from the Whole School Evaluation reports on the roles,
responsibilities and governance structures of Irish post-primary schools and on the order of
discourse of contemporary management of education in Ireland. In line with international
trends, and as elucidated in Chapter 3 in respect in the Education Act 1998, schools have been
given greater powers to manage their own affairs. Power and responsibility for governance
are devolved to the Board of Management which manages the school on behalf of the patron
and for the benefit of students and their parents and to provide an appropriate education for
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each student at the school. (Education Act, Section 15 (i)). This decentralisation and
devolution of school governance attempts to increase the participation of individuals in school
decision-making (Allen and Minstron, 2010). This fits neatly into the international neoliberal discourse of new public management, whereby more tasks are devolved to the practice
site and there is a major shift in power in that decision-making authority is devolved to the
local school community.
Responsibility
Within this model of devolution of power and governance to schools’ Boards of Management,
the primary role of school Boards is to improve the educational outcomes of students. This
model of decentralised governance allows for greater distributed responsibility across the
various key stakeholders. The concept of responsibility is highly relevant to the organisation
of public schooling and the discourse of responsibility and accountability has become part of
the language of Whole School Evaluation reports. Using Allen and Minstrom’s (2010) frame,
three key questions need to be addressed and analysed to clarify the nature of responsibility in
any given school governance situation.
-

Who are the responsible Board members and what is the structure of
responsibility?

-

To whom are the school board members responsible?

-

For what are school board members responsible?

Structure of responsibility. As indicated in the Whole School Evaluation reports under review,
the composition of school boards includes:
-

nominees of patrons of schools

-

parents’ representatives nominated and elected in a process open to parents of all
students in the school through the parents’ council

-

teaching staff members elect their own nominees
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-

community representatives

-

the principal acts as secretary to the Board of Management.

Boards of Management thus have both lay and professional members and one important task
is to balance these interests in a way which meets the needs of the school (Bush and Gamage,
2001: 42). These types of managerial structures, which operate within a legislative
framework fit neatly into the new managerialist prototype for organisations, whereby
accountability and the restructuring of educational leadership to enact new managerial
reforms became a core part of public sector and education reforms (Lynch et al, 2012).

While the regulatory legislation requires a pro-active leadership stance by Boards of
Management, the evidence from the Whole School Evaluation reports under review, however,
indicates that the leadership expertise of Board of Management members varies across the
schools. Thus, both the voluntary nature of Board of Management membership and the lack of
leadership expertise among Board members can be problematic and result in inequities across
different schools.
The Board of Management of the school is properly constituted and carries out its
functions and statutory obligations in a committed and diligent manner. It takes its
role and statutory duties seriously and fulfils that role effectively. The Board takes an
active role in the management of the school and members of the Board display a very
good knowledge of the school. (School 14).
As illustrated by the following two statements, the Department of Education and Skills wants
Board of Management members trained to a particular formula:
It is recommended that the board seek training from the VEC for its new members
with a view to informing them of the role, functions, responsibilities and statutory
obligations of a board of management. (School 9).
It is essential that all members of the current and any future boards receive training for
their role so that they are fully informed of their functions, the scope of their remit and
their statutory obligations. (School 13).
The board of management should lead the school in addressing the further
development of leadership at all levels. (School 14).
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This may be analysed on two levels. On one level, the use of it is essential expresses
obligation and this statement is an instantiation of the state being in control. It presents
challenges for the school community as it demands change. The use of the passive verbs It is
recommended and It is essential are agentless and represent an anonymous state voice
demanding change. The agentless voice is external, congruent with Fairclough’s (2010) view
that global capitalism in its neo-liberal form is constructed as being external and
unquestionable and demands a response. On the second level, and in respect of neoliberalism, the analysis indicates that there is a gap between the policy discourse of the
Education Act 1998 which seeks to shift power by devolving decision-making to the school
and the reality of the lebenswelt of schools, as “communities of practice”. While the process
of decentralisation transfers responsibilities to school boards of management rather than to
school principals (Pierson, 1998), the reality of practice, as evidenced by the above
quotations indicates that the support for principals of effective boards of management may be
a problem. This results in principals having to fill the gap left between the (in)experience of
the board and the challenges of management and governance in a highly accountable and
regulated educational environment (Flood, 2011).

This point will also become apparent and

supported in Chapter 6, in an analysis of empirical evidence, following a conversation with a
chairperson of a board of management, when he asserts:
I would have difficulty in describing the role of the board as a leadership role. In a
school, the real leader is the principal, leadership is vested in one person. You can
have distributed management very easily, that is what delegation is about. (Liam
Gucci, Chairman, Board of Managenment).

This calls for a debate in Ireland in order to have an informed consensus among all
protagonists on the purpose, roles and responsibilities of school leadership. A trawl through
the WSE reports under analysis reveals that school boards operate on a continuum from (i)
those that are “proactive and show a high level of commitment to the school” (School 3) to
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those that are less active where “the board has no direct input into school matters” (School 5).
The position of each school on the continuum depends on
(i)

levels of communication between the principal and the board
.............. a productive working relationship has not yet been established between
the principal and the board. As a result the board has not yet developed a proactive leadership role........ (School 10)

(ii)

The level of training provided for board members.
The excellent practice whereby all new members of the board have accessed
training provided by the Joint Managerial Body (JMB) and the Association of
Secondary Schools in Ireland (ASTI), as appropriate is highly commended, as this
has helped board members to fully understand the diversity of their role including
their statutory obligations. (School 21).

The evaluators laud and advocate the training provided by the powerful teachers’ union,
Association of Secondary Teachers Ireland and the Joint Managerial Body, which negotiates
on behalf of school management in the network of voluntary schools, both Catholic and
Protestant. The discourse constructed in the excerpt recognises the agency of these two
powerful bodies. This may prove significant in that the enactment of any management
discourses is mediated and contested by these influential bodies.

(iii)

Enactment and understanding of a partnership
They have a partnership approach to school leadership and show a high level of
commitment to the school. (School 9)
............ formal procedures and guidelines for dealing with complaints from the
parent and student body have not been established. It is recommended that this be
addressed in the interest of developing open and transparent partnership between
all relevant partners. (School 13).

The advocacy of transparent, collaborative partnerships promotes a distributive model of
shared and democratic decision-making involving all the stakeholders.

It also calls for an equitable sharing of power so that all stakeholders can make worthwhile
contributions to decision-making. In only 2 of the 21 WSE reports under review is there
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reference to the inclusion of student voice as having stakeholder input.
The Board is open to the role of the Student Council as a partner in the school
Community. (School 8).
The reportage in the WSE report from School 12 refers to an “innovative feature of practice”
whereby the Board invites the Head Boy, Head Girl and their deputies to attend one meeting
of the Board annually and to contribute views representative of the student body. The
discourse of partnership and democracy commends this practice as an excellent initiative by
the Board of Management to include student voice in its deliberations. There are omissions
and silences around this issue in other WSE reports and recommendations are not made to
enact this type of engagement. Two significant points must be made regarding this issue.
First, inspection has a qualitative aspect, and involves, not just the reporting of school
activities, but also interpreting and making judgements about the significance of what is
observed (Richards, 2001). Reporting has a subjective quality, and while the inspectors’
interpretations and discourses may adhere to a certain conceptual framework, qualitative
reporting is not value-free. Some inspectors, in articulating their own subjectivities, expound
the view that student voice is of value.

Second, traditionally the teaching profession in Ireland is conservative in character, and just
as the classroom was considered the private domain of the subject teacher, the promotion of
student voice at Board of Management level, was neither promoted nor countenanced. The
majority of inspectors are former teachers and may choose not to address this issue,
depending on their previous experience and cultural contexts. This calls for a greater clarity
and explicit articulation of the conceptual frameworks and inspection criteria which inform
inspectors’ judgements.
The challenge for school leadership is to enable reflective practice to take place and to reflect
on how the identities of students and all members of the school community are constructed
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and engaged. Finally, all parties to decision-making must have confidence in the integrity and
competence of those involved, so that they can act responsibly on delegated authority for the
good of the school community (Clark, 2000).

Content of responsibility. As outlined in the WSE reports, and as proposed by Allen and
Minstrom (2010), responsibility requires attention to both objective and subjective influences.
The objective influences are expectations from the outside, including legislative requirements,
policies determined by the Minister for Education and Skills, criteria set out by the Trustees
and Patrons, use of resources provided by the Oireachtas (DES). This model fits within a
stringent accountability frame, whereby schools are required to adhere to the goals and targets
set by central government. As discussed in Chapter 3, this is in line with a broader agenda set
by international policy organizations such as the EU and OECD, which seek to align global
education policies and to ensure Quality Assurance Systems (Rizvi and Lingard, 2010).

Subjective influences come from internal expectations and include (i) fiduciary
responsibilities, whereby “the Board of management is committed to the operation and best
interests of the school” (School 7) and where the Board of Management
ensures that the school lives up to the expectations of the community, spiritually,
morally, academically and practically. (School 1)
(ii) strategic planning, by “establishing a vision and high level education values for the
school” (School 12).
Determining the content of responsible governance requires consideration of the ideologies
that underlie democratic governance practices (Held 2002, as cited in Allen and Minstrom,
2010:450).

Evidence from the WSE reports under review would suggest that Boards of Management in
Irish post-primary schools across the different sectors, adhere to ideologies that promote the
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following practices to a greater or lesser extent:
discourses of accountability and consumer-led practices – school are agencies of

(i)

the state and are not completely autonomous, as discussed above.
(ii)

stakeholder voice and responsibility to distributive and democratic governance
practices

(iii)

an ethos and values of care, justice, respect and service to society. This is
generally framed in an ethos of Christian values.

As outlined in the current review of WSE reports, however, while greater autonomy has been
devolved to schools, there are many inconsistencies and differences between the practices of
Boards. This calls for further debate and research on a number of issues that have arisen from
the analysis.
(1) How are members of Boards of Management selected? What are the levels of
expertise among the various Board members, particularly in the fields of education
and legislation?
(2) To what extent are the various stakeholders engaged in the decision-making process?
What discourses and ideologies support distributive and democratic decision-making
processes?
(3) Where are school Boards of Management positioned on the continuum inactive –
proactive (Bush and Gamage, 2001)? How does the socio-cultural context shape and
determine the positioning?
(4) While Boards of Management constitute an essential part of “self-managing schools”,
how do they manage the various responsibilities which continue to be placed on them?
What is the relationship between the Principal and the Board? What discourses exist
to differentiate between the management and leadership roles of the Principal and
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Board of Management?

Principal & Deputy Principal
All evaluation reports provide a separate paragraph(s) on the principal and deputy principal.
A compilation of their delineated areas of responsibility, which are listed in the reports in
narrative form, are indicated in the table 5.1 below.

Principal
Deputy Principal
Formulation of the timetable
Supervision & Substitution roster
Staffing & staff development
Discipline
Administration of October Returns
Organisation of Staff Development Days
Maintenance of the plant
Timetabling for house examinations
Attendance - Parents’Association meetings Formulation of school timetable
Secretary to Board of Management
Co-ordinate extra-curricular programme
Teacher Allocation
Staff management
Conduit for Communication with CEO Organisation of Class Tutor and Year Head
(VEC schools)
roles
Academic standards and care of students
Development of ICT in the school
Staff management
Organisation of School Trips
Liaising with Department of Education
Student issues
Raising academic levels
Organisation of Study Skills Programmes
Local community issues
Administrative duties
Table 5.1 Delineated areas of responsibility of principals and deputy principals, as evidenced
in the WSE reports.
Principals are identified as the key agents in the enactment of leadership and management.
While other agents, individuals and stakeholders are referred to in general, the performance
and work of both Principal and Deputy Principal are clearly identified, monitored and
discussed. The Principal and Deputy Principal are consistently referred to throughout all
WSE reports analysed as the Senior Management Team (SMT). Using a Faircloughian
perspective, in analysing the discourse of Senior Management Team, it is important to
consider what is being communicated in its semiotic aspect. To consider the linguistic and
semiotic choices, it is necessary to go outside the texts in order to understand the social
context. The use of Senior Management Team is congruent with the discourse of “new public
management”, as discussed in Chapter 3, with its emphasis on empowerment through self188

managing teams, and with the Senior Management Team being the leading team in that
model. It is thus possible to discern the implicit, unsaid values which are expressed and to
ascertain hegemonic considerations.

The view of the leadership of the Senior Management Team, as evidenced in WSE reports, is
that it is both individual and shared, with an emphasis on the effectiveness of a team and
partnership approach. The following excerpt from the WSE report on School 3 is interesting
in that it demonstrates some of the key frames and guiding departmental standpoints in
relation to leadership practice. Although there is no generic formula or model given in any
report for a departmental conceptualisation of leadership practice, implicit in the following
excerpt is an espousal of a desirable model.
The principal and deputy principal are a very effective leadership team. This
leadership permeates the whole school. Teamwork and a shared vision for the future
of the school characterise these roles. While the members of the senior management
team have identifiable and distinct duties, their shared leadership role is most
significant and effective in ensuring the provision of a high quality learning
environment. Team work, partnership and communication best describe this very
effective leadership at senior management level. Both the principal and deputy
principal have attended programmes provided by Leadership Development for
Schools (LDS) Support Service. This support has enhanced the very effective style of
senior management.
The first point of significance indicates that in a school organisation, leadership at any one
time is both individual and shared. While Principal and Deputy Principal have distinct duties
and tasks, their shared leadership is of great significance in ensuring the on-going
development of the school organisation. A second, and closely related paradigmatic view is
that the preferred configuration of leadership is one where both individual and shared forms
co-exist. This model of shared leadership is presented in very positive language as the
prototype and the preferred model by which to achieve a high quality learning environment.
This resonates with Gronn’s conceptualisation of leadership practice that, in organisational
contexts where leadership may be manifest, “different kinds and degrees of both
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individualised, focused and distributed patterns of leadership will co-exist” (2009:19). While
the principal and deputy principal operate within their own separate areas of responsibility, at
the same time they partner one another, as a highly functioning team that shapes its very
effective leadership of the school.
In schools, where the evaluation teams take the view that this type of “strongly bonded dyadic
partnering” (Gronn 2009:23) does not exist, it is strongly recommended, as in School 10 that:
Meetings between principal and deputy principal should be established on a formal
basis to agree a team approach ......... this should afford the senior management the
time to manage and lead in a more effective and progressive way and should build a
greater sense of partnership across the school community. (School 10).
As texts are “instantiations of socially regulated discourse” (Janks, 1997: 329), this excerpt
indicates an evaluation team in control. In terms of modality, the pervasive use of the should
modal indicates an authoritative and prescriptive voice and imparts a normative meaning to
the excerpt. Ideologically, it positions the evaluation team in a position of power.

These observations of the evaluation teams, however, are largely based on the perceptions,
subjectivities and value-laden judgements of inspectors, as outlined earlier in this chapter. In
the narrative presentations of findings, account is not taken of the complexities of school
organisations and the fact that ultimately the leadership of the principal is context-related and
context-specific (Harris 2010: 43). On-the-ground realities experienced by people in schools
are more complex than those captured by blanket leadership descriptors (Gronn, 2009). On
the basis of this analysis, because various contextual factors influence a school, its leadership
and relationships, and because each evaluation period in itself constitutes an activity system
with its own objects (Engestrom 2002) there is a need for a re-think on how reporting is done
on leadership practice in schools.
The third point of significance is the implied connection between a very effective leadership
style and attendance at Leadership Development for Schools (LDS) programmes. In the
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absence of a generic blueprint or template on the part of WSE evaluation teams on what
constitutes effective leadership, school management teams are referred to LDS, which has
among its core principles four main themes:
-

leading learning

-

leading people

-

leading the organisation

-

personal development

Other core principles of LDS include teamwork, partnership and moral purpose. An excerpt
from School 15 provides an interesting illustration of this point.
The principal and deputy principal are a very effective management team. Both have
completed leadership training programmes provided by Leadership Development for
Schools (LDS).
The juxtaposing of these two simple sentences makes visible, through what is said and unsaid,
that departmental thinking endorses the LDS construct of leadership as that which is desired
and required by school leadership teams. One of the implied reasons for the perceived
success of the senior management team is its attendance at LDS training.

Where it is the impression of the WSE evaluation teams that principal and deputy principal
need to develop teamwork and collaborative leadership skills, recommendations are made,
thus:
It would be timely if both principal and deputy principal seek out further opportunities
for training in collaborative leadership in order to enhance their effectiveness as a
management team. Full details on school leadership programmes for principals and
deputy principals may be obtained on www.lds21.ie (School 2).
........... it is suggested that they [principal and deputy principal] seek to avail of
Forbairt, the programme for senior management teams, provided by the Department’s
Leadership Development for Schools (LDS) programme. (School 17).
These statements are instantiations of the advocacy of a construct of leadership which seeks to
develop collaborative leadership and partnership. In these instances, the reporting is framed

191

from a prescriptive and normative standpoint, with a collaborative and shared model being
implicitly promoted. The reporting is organised rhetorically in the form of a “problem –
solution” structure (Taylor, 2004: 440). More specifically, the problem is the need for a
collaborative, shared, collegial leadership model and the solution is that this need can be met
through attendance at the Department’s supported LDS model. There is also a promotional
and directive aspect to the reporting, with specific information being given on how to access
the LDS website. Much is left unsaid, but criticisms of senior management teams are implied
when it is suggested that it would be timely for them to seek training to enhance their
effectiveness as a senior management team. In an implied and covert way this demonstrates a
powerful hegemonic stance on the part of the evaluation team. “Ideology is at its most
effective when it is invisible” (Janks, 1997: 341).

The reporting style as evidenced in the WSE evaluation reports offers a lens on Department of
Education and Skills thinking in this era of accountability. As is clear from the WSE reports
management and leadership tasks overlap. Indeed, leading and managing happen in tandem
and are often intertwined (Spillane et al, 2009). We live in an era where the dominance of
managerialism in education has become the solution of our times (Thrupp and Willmott,
(2003) and where the current organisation of schools presses “a managerial imperative”
(Cuban, 1988). While an essential element of school leadership is management, and while the
formal delineation of tasks and responsibilities, as outlined in the WSE reports, gives a high
priority to management and administration, with leadership embedded in it, it is important to
distinguish between management and leadership analytically. As stated in Chapters 1 and 2
(p. 8 and p. 101), management refers to the day-to-day practicalities of running a school
organisation in terms of staff development, use of resources, curriculum provision and legal
compliance. Managing refers to efforts to maintain current arrangements (Spillane et al,
2009: 88). Leadership on the other hand, includes all that is implied in management, but has a
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visionary and motivational aspect which goes beyond efficient management to enable
transformation (Kelleher, 2012: 71). While it is acknowledged that leadership and
management are intertwined in the daily work and organisational activities and routines in
schools, it is important to distinguish the leadership component. In today’s globalised world,
where there is rapid change, the main challenge facing schools and school systems is how to
locate, develop and sustain committed and talented leadership in order to move the school
organisation forward in a transformative way (Harris, 2008). Harris suggests that to release
the leadership capacity of schools, existing structures need to be altered, boundaries redefined and barriers that prevent broad-based involvement of the many rather than the few
removed.

This analysis, thereby, seeks to identify the types of leadership practices identified in WSE
reports under review. No particular style or paradigm of leadership is promoted as being a
preferred model of leadership. The style of leadership varies and is context-dependent, school
leaders working with their situations, as reported in School 15, where “situational awareness”
characterises the leadership of principal and deputy principal.

In a systematic trawl through the 21 WSE reports under review, the following is a summary
of the leadership conceptualisations identified:
-

collaborative and cohesive

-

shared

-

distributed

-

inclusive

-

visionary

-

delegated

-

partnership approach
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-

synergistic

-

moral purpose

-

team work

-

open and non-hierarchical

-

dynamic and pro-active

An interesting development is the Department of Education and Skills elucidation on the
development of synergies and peer support groups. This is illustrated in the following
examples.
It is very important that the school develops ties with other Irish-medium schools
within VEC schemes ........ In this way synergies could be fostered and developed to
support the school in meeting the challenges of maintaining its Irish ethos as the
school expands. (School 13).
As a mode of peer support, the principal meets up regularly with principals of other
CEIST schools in the area and the willingness to do so is commended as a means of
sharing best practice and devising strategies for overcoming difficulties. (School 21).
This prompts a discussion on where leadership will be located in the future. As illustrated by
these examples, leadership practice requires a shift in thinking. Leadership is not confined to
leading and managing the individual school organisation, but calls for a systems approach to
leadership and to meeting the challenges facing schools in the twenty first century. This will
demand a shift in thinking in the future to allow for collaboration and sharing of resources
across systems and in that way to release and distribute leadership capacity in our schools.
Harris talks about the new architecture of schooling and she suggests that in many countries
“multi-agency working, partnerships and networks are the common denominators of
contemporary education change” (2009: 7). This also assumes high levels of
interdependence or “spontaneous collaboration” (Gronn, 2000) among school leaders, where
from time to time leaders, across different organisations will pool their expertise and share
their resources to achieve a task or solve a problem, and then disband.
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The discourse employed in the two excerpts cited integrates traditional views of leadership
with a newly re-constituted model of social relations, i.e. integrating local and new systems
approaches. The evaluation teams adopt a normative stance and adopt the role of advocates
for a collaborative, synergistic model as a template for development. The use of the modal
could, unlike the use of the modal should as discussed earlier, indicates an option and presents
possibilities. The less directive use of could can, however, be interpreted “not as the
elimination of power asymmetry, but its transformation into covert forms” (Fairclough, 2010:
65). The model of discourse, as employed in School 21, indicates that the synergy arising
from peer support and the sharing of expertise constitutes “best practice”. This is very much
in line with Hargreaves and Fink’s (2009) suggestion that, at their best, professional networks
encourage schools to share and transfer existing knowledge to help children to learn better;
stimulate motivation and professional fulfilment as a result of learning and interacting with
colleagues; provide schools with opportunities for lateral leadership and problem-solving
beyond the immediate setting of the school organisation. Hargreaves and Finks issue a note
of caution, however, when they suggest that networks are not always good, particularly if
their purpose is unclear, as their purpose can then evaporate. For that reason, even though
the evaluation teams present peer support groups in a positive tone, it is important that they
elucidate, under what conditions these synergies and networks are effective and to support
them in that practice.
Middle Management – Magesterial Discourse
In all 21 of the Whole School Evaluation reports analysed, there is a factual, narrative account
of the composition of the middle management team, including the number of Assistant
Principals and Special Duties Teachers. Implicit in this narrative is the view that these middle
leaders play a significant role in the leadership of the schools. This reflects the in-school
management arrangements agreed for all schools in the Department of Education and Science
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Circular 4/98, as discussed in Chapter 3, where there is an explicit recognition of the need to
share leadership, management and administrative duties across members of the teaching staff.

All posts of responsibility have clearly defined duties and there is uniformity in the schools
under review of the types of duties “delegated” to the post holders. The responsibilities
include pastoral, disciplinary, administrative and curricular duties and, in a preponderance of
schools, the Year Head system is a key component of the middle management structure.
Year Head roles are assigned to Assistant Principal posts. This allows the assistant
principals to have a clear and effective role in the management of students and a
critical awareness of issues at classroom and student level. (School 3).
In general, middle management teams are described as supporting and advising the principal
and senior management team.
Post holders play an important role in supporting school management. (School 5).
The discourse of distributed leadership is promoted.
An effective system of distributed leadership operates at middle management level.
(School 12).
There is an implicit criticism of schools where an effective system of middle management is
perceived as not being in place. As illustrated by the declarative statements in the following
excerpt, an urgent need for change is demanded by the repetitive use of should .
enhance distributed leadership practices and to build capacity amongst the
teachers........it is recommended that.......... a re-configuration of the post schedule be
carried out. This re-configuration should be led by the board in co-operation with the
principal and involve all relevant partners within the school community. This review
should result in the creation of a middle management team whose members have
clearly identifiable leadership and management roles in the school. (School 7).
The reporting is positioned in “magisterial discourse” (Bourdieu and Passeron, 1997). The
approach is directive and non-dialogical and commands schools to implement distributive
middle management structures. This magisterial discourse further reflects the unequal power
relations that are manifest in the current Irish educational space. In this way, the state uses its
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authority to steer practice to ensure that its political priorities and policies are implemented
(Rizvi and Lingard, 2010; 12).

The distribution of leadership is advocated as the means to achieve organisational capacitybuilding and is an instantiation of a policy move to greater efficiency and accountability.
the effective organisation of the school .........A crucial challenge is to continue to meet
the needs of the school into the future through the delegation of responsibility among
post-holders. (School 1).
The above excerpt fits neatly within the broader new public management discourse of
efficiency and bureaucratic demands for planning and accountability from the Department of
Education and Skills (Lynch et al, 2012:132). A point of note, however, is that the term
“delegation” of responsibilities is used in some reports, while “distribution” is used by other
evaluators. This would suggest, as discussed earlier in this chapter, that reporting has a
subjective and qualitative character and, while evaluators may work to a template, there are
uncertainties and different interpretations and subjectivities among evaluators concerning the
concepts.

The WSE reports are imbued with strong policy and political genres. There is a considerable
level of state direction as schools are reminded of their obligations to comply with legislative
directives. Numerous references are made to Department of Education and Science Circulars
29/02, 4/98, 23/98, as illustrated by the following excerpt from School 18.
However, ways of further developing the assistant principals’ leadership role in the
school should be explored, one possibility being a consultative and advisory role in
areas such as curricular development. This would be in keeping with the terms of the
Department’s Circular letter PPT 20/02 in which the duties appropriate to posts of
responsibility are described, and would reflect the experience and expertise of the
assistant principals in all three areas referred to in the circular: administrative, pastoral
and curricular.
This excerpt involves the juxtaposing of two competing paradigms. The use of the modals
should and would indicates a compliance and accountability, whereby middle management
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roles are described as a set of duties or tasks as set out in DES Circular letter 29/08. The
other paradigm recommends developing assistant principals’ leadership role, as part of a
consultative process. This is problematic, however, as there is no clear definition or
conceptualisation of leadership proposed in the WSE reports. DES Circular 04/98 clearly
intended that the new management structures proposed in the circular would provide
opportunities for teachers to engage in a dialogue around the leadership and management of
schools. Because of the lack of clarity in the WSE reports analysed, the challenge lies in
reconciling the two competing paradigms outlined above, by providing a clear definition of
leadership and how to achieve that implied model of collaborative, shared leadership in the
current accountability frame. This point is further corroborated by the fact that in 4 (19%) of
the WSE reports analysed, post of responsibility holders see themselves as mere functionaries,
and do not regard themselves as being part of a middle management team or “do not see
themselves as having a collective or managerial role” (School 11).

In such instances, the

evaluation teams take an authoritative, uni-directional stance, by recommending that the
whole staff should look at ways in which leadership roles among members could be
further developed .......” (School 13).

Role of the Principal in developing Middle Management Teams.
In relation to this point, the emergent findings indicate that the development of a sustainable
middle management team with a shared, collaborative understanding of its leadership role
depends on the leadership role of the principal. In 5 (24%) of the schools analysed, it is
explicitly stated that the leadership and management style of the principal in question enables
a model of distributed and shared leadership which meets the changing needs of the school.
The principal’s management style and preference for delegation has ensured that there
is collective sharing of tasks and responsibilities. As a result of the principal’s work in
modernising the posts, the post structure now assumes the characteristics of shared
management and responsibility. (School 8).
In schools, where it is the impression of the evaluation teams, that this open, distributed
198

management style does not exist, there is an implicit criticism of the principal to review the
post structure, so that the role of “middle management could be developed” (School 6).

In all of the reports under review, there is both explicit and implicit acknowledgement of the
importance of distributed and shared leadership as a desired model to achieve effectiveness
and to improve and transform schools in the current era of change. As there is no consistency
in the reporting, however, the challenge for the evaluation teams is to define distributed
leadership and to position the role of the principal in developing and supporting a culture of
distributed leadership. This poses questions around the professional identities of school
principals and middle management teams. This also poses “adaptive challenges” (WestBurnham, 2011) for school leaders to develop a construct and re-configuration of leadership
which is purposeful, and which unleashes the capacity of all to meet the needs of the school.

Mechanisms for appointing post-holders.
A significant point, but one worthy of consideration and around which there are silences in
the reports, is the method by which post-holders were appointed to their positions. In
voluntary secondary schools, traditionally, criteria for appointment are based on seniority and
seen as a reward for years of teaching service, while in the Community and Comprehensive
and Vocational sectors, posts are awarded as a result of a competitive interview and on the
basis of candidate ability and suitability. This has resulted in a post-structure and middle
management structure more readily being developed and becoming part of the culture in
Community and Comprehensive and VEC schools.

An interesting and significant finding emerging from the analysis is that, as outlined in the
preceding paragraph, where post holders do not see themselves as being part of a middle
management team, one hundred percent are from voluntary secondary schools. While the
legislative imperative prevails, in accordance with DES circular letter PPT 29/02, whereby all
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posts of responsibility must be advertised, and posts allocated to candidates in accordance
with the needs of the school, there are continuing tensions in voluntary secondary schools
between the notion that posts are a reward for seniority and the central policy view that “in
allocating the duties to posts, the duties shall be inclusive so as to be open to applicants from
all eligible members of the teaching staff” (Circular 05/98).

In the 21 WSE reports under review, however, the evaluation teams make no reference to the
systems by which teachers were appointed to posts of responsibility in the schools. Hence
they do not capture the nuances and personal narratives of the post-holders. It is not clear if
there are tensions or if the perceptions of middle management and the enactment of middle
management structures are related to the appointment system. This information is
backgrounded and silenced by omission. What is left unsaid is important as relevant
information pertinent to understanding middle management structures is excluded.

By not communicating this information, the evaluation teams are engaging in a real social
activity (Gee, 2005; 4). It can only be inferred that the evaluators’ choice to background this
information is an exercise in power to control the social situation and may be a heuristic
device to prevent confrontation with the powerful teacher unions in a climate of uncertainty.
This concurs with the view of McNamara et al (2011:64) that internationally there is a shift
from confrontational forms of school evaluation to systems more focused on capacity
building. This issue will be addressed in the empirical Chapters 6 and 7, as elucidation on
this aspect of middle management structures is very pertinent to the analysis in this thesis.
Impact of Recent Austerity Measures.
The middle management structure in schools is further impacted by the recent austerity
measures, which place an embargo on promotional posts in the public service. For example,
in School 4, the evaluating inspectors indicate that, due to the moratorium on promotional
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posts, six posts of responsibility have been lost, three at Assistant Principal level. In an
endeavour to address the issue, senior management was pro-active in ensuring that a number
of key posts, including Year Head positions were filled. Senior Management took on
additional responsibilities themselves, and a spirit of voluntarism prevailed, whereby non post
of responsibility-holding staff took on duties and responsibilities. While the evaluation team
“acknowledged and commended” the spirit of cooperation and good will, it
......... recommended that there be an on-going review and organisation of the duties
assigned to post holders and other staff, in order to ensure that the needs of the school
continue to be met.

A similar situation prevails in School 11, where it was pointed out, that at the time of the
evaluation, the middle management team was depleted by the recent retirements of two
Assistant Principals and four Special Duties Teachers. Voluntarism became part of the
culture when “a number of non-post holders have assumed responsibility for roles previously
undertaken as part of post of responsibility duties by teachers who are now retired.” To
address the gap, the team of evaluating inspectors, by using declarative statements and a
directive voice
recommended that the review of the post of responsibility structure be completed as a
matter of priority – and that the current needs of the school be prominent in the
identification of post duties.

Implicit in this statement is the negation of the voluntarist model of meeting the needs of the
school. It must be remembered, however, that the concept of volunteering is deeply rooted,
not alone in education in Ireland, but also in communities both at home and abroad, as a
means of benefiting society. Volunteering is closely allied to the Catholic Church, whose
community and Christian ethos informs the characteristic spirit of a preponderance of Irish
second-level schools, as discussed earlier in this chapter. Any leadership model must be
mediated by these values.

201

As a reaction to external events and an environment of increasing demands, and in an
endeavour to alleviate pressure, as outlined above, principals have employed, what MacBeath
(2009), terms pragmatic distribution of leadership coupled with strategic distribution of
leadership. This pragmatic and strategic thinking on the part of principals in times of crisis
leads to “conjoint activity” (Gronn, 2000) and supports team-work, collegiality and
distributed leadership, as explained in Chapter 2 of this thesis. The evaluation teams’
prescribed model for succession to posts of responsibility is outlined in the report on School
18.
A review of all posts takes place when a vacancy arises to ensure that the schedule of
posts continues to meet the perceived needs of the school, and efforts are made to
ensure that post-holders are suited to and happy with their posts. Senior management
consults the staff in this regard.
It must be remembered that the inspection on School 18 took place in 2007, when the
restrictions imposed by the moratorium were not in place. This involves contestation in the
current era. Schools are expected to adhere to certain accountability regimes, deliver
outcomes, efficiency and performativity, while at the same time being under-resourced. It
leads one to ask the question, who has agency? Within the advocated paradigm, where is the
place of autonomy for school communities? The educational landscape has changed
considerably since 2007 and, in these rapidly changing times, it calls for a new imaginary and
dialogical approach to mediate central policy perspective on devolving and distributing
leadership.
Key questions that need to be addressed include:
-

How will leadership capacity be built?

-

When the post of responsibility system is depleted due to the moratorium, how
are the gaps to be filled in order to meet the needs of the students and of the
school, where is the autonomy of the school positioned in an accountability
frame?
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-

What is the place of voluntarism in the new model? What is the future direction
of leadership in Irish second level schools? Where will the domains of influence
and hegemony reside?

Because the level of direction by the evaluating teams remains high, framed by a high level of
accountability, the challenge for any re-configuration of school leadership is to mediate a
highly accountable paradigm, with a sustainable collaborative, distributive leadership
paradigm for each school organisation. In a complex fast-paced world, everyone’s
intelligence is needed to help the organisation to flex and respond to sometimes
overwhelming demands (Hargreaves, 2009). This poses challenges for school principals on
how to distribute leadership within the school context. It also places an imperative on the
Inspectorate to provide guidelines and examples of best practice. Optimal outcomes can be
achieved if the Inspectorate were to provide guidelines, instructions and examples to schools
(Janssens and van Amelsvoort, 2008).

5.4 Instructional Leadership

Leadership for learning, or instructional leadership, is central to the work of the school
organisation, as the main priority of any school should “be to enable the most powerful
students’ learning possible” (O’Donoghue and Clarke, 2010: 154). The evidence from a
considerable body of research conducted internationally since the 1980s indicates that school
principals contribute to school effectiveness and student achievement through actions they
take to influence school and classroom conditions. The main points emanating from the
literature on instructional leadership focus on:
(i)

having clear goals and a shared sense of purpose focusing on student learning

(ii)

having a partnership approach focusing on continuous improvement for all
stakeholders
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(iii)

fostering a climate of high expectations aimed at improving teaching and
learning

(iv)

co-ordinating the curriculum and monitoring student outcomes

(v)

focusing on continuous staff development

(vi)

being a visible presence in the school, modelling the school’s mission and the
desired values of the school’s culture (Hallinger, 2005:233).

While a conceptualisation of instructional leadership is not defined or mentioned overtly in
the WSE reports under review, the emerging evidence implicitly proposes and affirms a
distributive instructional leadership model. This is characterised by collaborative professional
interactions and a discourse of teamwork and collaboration.
Exemplary subject department planning has been developed in some areas by
collaborative teamwork. Teachers have collaborated to develop long-term plans.
(School 6).
The text argues for change, however, and presents this imperative in a problem-solution
structure.
However, some areas, such as curriculum content objectives, effective teaching
methodologies and resource provision should be reviewed and updated for some
subjects. (School 6).
Some of the statements in the reports are very directive and reflect a neo-liberal view of
education by use of the following economic metaphors.
The school is obliged to develop a three-year plan and to set targets and track the
progress being made in eight areas of interest ........... More work needs to be done on
the collection of baseline data from which specific, measureable, achievable, timebound (SMART) targets can be set. (School 9).
Performativity – Analysis of Examination Results
Instructional leadership practice, as outlined in the reports and, as discussed in Chapter 3, is
also mediated by the new public management discourse of performativity, as evidenced by the
following report:
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An analysis of the school’s performance in the certificate examinations is carried out
by the principal and this includes comparisons with national norms. In some subject
areas, this information is used to inform subject department planning and this is
commendable practice. It is recommended that a detailed analysis of results in
certificate examinations be carried by all subject departments and utilised to inform
school planning and review. (School 7).
This illustrates a focus on performance indicators, with its attendant focus on assessment and
measurement of both the quality and quantity of human capital. This is part of the emergent
“audit culture”, which is characterised by the skills and dispositions considered necessary to
constructing the knowledge economy and globalisation (Rizvi and Lingard, 2010: 96).

This leads to the need for a discussion on how the role of school leadership and the principal,
as instructional leader, is constituted in this culture of peformativity and accountability. Key
questions need to be asked concerning who has agency and where the nexus of power and
autonomy is located. The hybrid discourses of performativity and accountability, as outlined
above, would indicate that both globalization and the state exercise a hegemonic role. While
the evidence emanating from the reports indicates that the enactment of instructional
leadership is congruent with points, as outlined in the Hallinger (2005) model, key challenges
for school principals are to focus on other indicators and on how to refract the accountability
and performativity frames.

While much information is provided in the WSE reports on distributive models of
instructional leadership, little information is provided on how principals enact instructional
leadership on a day-to-day basis. The reporting places a strong emphasis on student learning,
assessment for learning, teaching methodologies and the range of supports for students.
When viewed through this lens, the reports implicitly equate instructional leadership with
constructs to enable optimum student learning. While the reports advocate distributed teacher
capacity-building frames, they do not, however, fully engage with the concept of leadership
for learning and, how the “essential bridge between learning and leadership” (MacBeath,
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2006:39) is constructed. More elucidation is, thus, required to give a greater understanding on
the exact nature of the instructional leadership role of senior management. There is no
evidence in the reports to indicate if the principal and deputy principal engage with students
on their learning, with teachers on their teaching methodologies or if they monitor teaching
and learning in classrooms. Neither do the reports proffer any in-depth perspective on teacher
instructional leadership or if teachers move beyond their classroom doors to innovate, support
each other, share expertise, knowledge and skills. Perhaps there is intentionality in the
silences in that approach to reporting and an unwillingness to “rock the boat.” As pointed out
in Chapter 3, due to socio-historical legacies and the practice of stringent resistance to any
type of monitoring, the teacher was virtually autonomous in his/her classroom. This practice
of minimal compliance adversely impacted on the principal’s capacity to exerciseinstructional
leadership.
Following on from this point, and following Wenger’s (1998) conceptualisation that
education is a mutual developmental process which, first and foremost should be addressed in
terms of identities and modes of belonging, the key issue underlying the debate is who will
lead this “negotiation of meaning”? This can be achieved by means of three prongs: (i)
principal; (ii) classroom teacher; (iii) by the Inspectorate offering support and advice through
a dialogical process. In this way the silences can be removed by giving equal voice to all.
Curriculum
WSE Reports devote an entire section to the Quality of Curriculum Provision in the Schools,
with sub-sections considering (i) curriculum planning and organisation; (ii) arrangements for
students’ choice of subjects and programmes; (iii) co-curricular and extra- curricular
provision.
In his paper, “On the classification and framing of educational knowledge” (1971), Basil
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Bernstein observed that curriculum defines what counts as valid knowledge and the
“educational knowledge code” refers to the underlying principles that shape curriculum,
pedagogy and evaluation. He contends that “ how a society selects, classifies, distributes,
transmits and evaluates the educational knowledge it considered to be public reflects both the
distribution of power and the principles of control within that society” (p.363).

From this point of view, the selection and transmission of curriculum is an issue of social
power. The curriculum in Irish post-primary schools is centrally devised and designed by the
National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA), a statutory body advising the
Minister for Education and Skills on all matters relating to curriculum and assessment. While
schools have some flexibility in the programmes they offer to students, the centrally devised
curriculum sets out, not only what is to be taught, but how and, also, how leaning in that
particular subject area is to be assessed.
Following Bernstein’s (1971) classification of the selective nature of the curriculum as a tool
of social power and cultural reproduction, the reporting on “Curriculum Planning and
Organisation” in WSE reports may be analysed through this lens. Each report presents, in
narrative form, a list of the subjects available to students at Junior Cycle, Senior Cycle and
Transition Year levels. There is support and affirmation of “breadth and balance” of the
curriculum.
Key Skills
The following quotation reveals the focus on the key skills and requirements considered
necessary at state level “to produce the requisite human capital thought necessary for national
economic competitiveness” (Rizvi and Lingard, 2010: 95). Curriculum is linked to offering
a broad and balanced education encompassing practical, vocational and academic
domains. (School 17).
In a trawl through the 21 reports, it is evident that there is a significant emphasis placed on the
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acquisition of mathematical, linguistic and physical education skills.

Mathematics
As discussed in Chapter 3, both the political response to the PISA 2009 outcomes and the
current pervasive new managerialist, performativity culture impact deeply on schools, with an
imperative to ensure that students perform at the highest level, particularly in mathematics,
science and literacy. When measured against this frame, the following quotation presents a
discourse of challenge to school communities and for school leadership practice, regarding
the urgency of ensuring that students attain at the highest level in Mathematics.
The relatively low number of students following the Junior Certificate higher-level
syllabus in Mathematics was noted in the subject inspections carried out during the
evaluation. Subject departments and school management must ensure that they are
encouraging students to pursue subjects at the highest appropriate level. With this aim
in mind, they should review the basis for class formation and the issue of setting.
They should also undertake a comparative analysis at higher level for the core Junior
Certificate subjects and act on their findings. (School 17).
Implicit in this accountability regime is an imperative to prepare students and equip them with
the skills considered necessary for the knowledge economy and global market
competitiveness. Also implicit in this is a performativity discourse, whereby schools are
compared with each other and performance indicators set the agenda for curriculum
enactment and setting.

Physical Education
While globalization has affected curriculum, in the guise of what counts as legitimate
knowledge, there is also a considerable amount of top-down, vertical control exercised at
national level. There is contestation, however, at individual school level. Of the 21 WSE
reports analysed for this study, 67% of the schools have compliance issues with syllabus and
programme guidelines as set out in Department Circulars and in Rules and Programmes for
Secondary Schools. In the WSE reports evaluated, there is a considerable level of state
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direction evident, whereby schools are reminded quite authoritatively of their compliance
obligations.

This applies in particular to instruction time made available for Physical

Education. The DES Rules and Programmes for Secondary Schools recommend a minimum
of two hours of Physical Education per student per week. 38% of the schools evaluated are
not providing the requisite amount of instruction time for Physical Education.

This is

particularly so at senior cycle where
year-one and year-two Leaving Certificate students do not have access to weekly
timetabled Physical Education classes.

It is recommended that this situation be

rectified. (School 1).
The evaluators set this sentiment within a holistic context, and express concern, that both
nationally and internationally drop-out rates from physical activity, particularly among girls,
presents a cause for concern.
A variety of publications has highlighted the vital role that good quality Physical
Education can play in providing students with the foundation for an overall healthy
life.

(School 5).

This raises fundamental questions about the “framing of knowledge made public in
educational institutions” (Bernstein, 1971: 364). As the emerging evidence indicates, in our
schools, particularly at senior cycle, the relative status of non-examination subjects wanes
considerably, with the learning agenda being focused on attainment at Leaving Certificate.
The framing of curriculum and hidden curriculum sees school as a space where, in a
competitive, market-driven, global environment, imperatives such as academic accreditation
and performance indicators, equate academic achievement with success and with producing
“the requisite human capital thought necessary for national economic competitiveness” (Rizvi
and Lingard, 2010: 95).
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This point is further corroborated in the WSE reports, in the analysis on the Transition Year
Programme. The rationale for Transition Year is very much based on holistic learning
experiences, with an emphasis on experiential and self-directed learning. The guidelines for
Transition Year clearly state that the programme should not be seen as an opportunity to
spend three years, rather than two, studying the Leaving Certificate material. The findings
from the WSE reports evaluated, however, indicate that 33% of the schools consider the
Transition Year Programme to be part of a de-facto three year Leaving Certificate
programme.
While there is no absolute prohibition on covering material that is part of, or relevant
to, the Leaving Certificate syllabus, DES Circular MO1/00, as well as the Department
of Education and Science publication Transition Year Programmes Guidelines for
schools, make it clear that where Leaving Certificate material is chosen for study, it
should be done so on the clear understanding that it is to be explored in an original and
stimulating way that is significantly different from the way in which it would have
been treated in the two years to Leaving Certificate. The school is urged to address
this as a matter of urgency. (School 21).

The evidence in the above extract is consistent with the literature which, as outlined in
Chapter 3, indicates that there is a pre-occupation with attainment of results at Leaving
Certificate and attendant “points race” to gain entry to third level colleges. It is also evident
in the above extract that schools as “communities of practice” legitimate this focus on outputs
and competitive performativity culture. The challenge for school leadership, in this context,
is to mediate what in the public imaginary is a necessary response to the perceived demands
of the market economy, with the provision and enablement of holistic education.

As

instructional leader, the principal is a key mediator between these two positions. Thus, while
the advocacy, monitoring and prescription of the evaluators places a centrally imposed
accountability on school organisations, this accountability, however, is not incompatible with
a degree of autonomy.
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Modern European Languages
The issue of modern European languages is also explicitly fore-grounded by the WSE
evaluators and is central to the definition of the educated citizen which the state wishes to
construct.
......... it is of concern that an increasing number of students do not take a modern
European language for Leaving Certificate. Every effort should be made to encourage
students to take a modern European language to Leaving Certificate. (School 18).
This is particularly pertinent in terms of the National Language Strategy Report (RIA 2011),
where the view is expressed that clear economic benefits derive from the presence of a
reservoir of linguistic skills and conversely, there is economic weakness in the absence of
such skills. The Report also suggests that Ireland should aim to have a pool of language
resources, with the result that all of Irish society would benefit if this were achieved. This
policy is also clearly stated in the Department of Enterprise, Trade and Innovation’s Strategy
and Action Plan (2010: 32), which argues that “...the main challenge for Ireland ..... is to
become a truly multilingual society, where the ability to learn and use two or more languages
is taken for granted and fostered at every stage of the education system and through lifelong
education.”

There is a challenge and contestation in curricular terms around this issue, however, as Ireland
is the only country in Europe, other than Scotland, where a foreign language is not
compulsory at any stage of the mainstream education curriculum. In this zone of contestation,
the WSE evaluators take an ideological stance by advocating the importance of the study of
modern European languages for Leaving Certificate. The evaluators are taking a leadership
role very much focused on the European Union’s commitment to the promotion of
intercultural and language skills across the member states, with the object of developing a
society based on knowledge and global market competitiveness.
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In the WSE reports analysed, schools which offer modern European languages are
commended.
It is noteworthy that both French and German are offered in junior cycle and the
subject choice structure allows students the option of studying both languages if
desired. (School 3).
An analysis of the WSE reports under review also reveals that the schools which offer
languages to all their students are the voluntary secondary all girls’ schools, with an academic
focus, as illustrated by the following example:
The school is commended for the priority it gives to the study of languages. The
choice and provision of languages at the school is particularly laudable ............. The
fact that students can study more than one of these languages if they so wish is
particularly positive. (School 5).
Conversely, the evidence from the reports under review indicates that the schools which are
least likely to offer modern European languages are all-boys’ voluntary secondary schools
which offer the Leaving Certificate Vocational Programme (LCVP) and Vocational Education
Committee (VEC) Schools with a DEIS (Delivering Equality of Opportunity in Schools)
status.
All LCVP students should have access to a modern European language ......... (School
14 - all boys’ voluntary secondary school).
While arrangements for students’ choice of subjects and programmes are generally
good, an ongoing review is recommended of the restricted access to a modern
European language. (School 12 – rural Vocational Education Committee school with
a Deis Status).

A more nuanced consideration around the provision of languages is, which students are
empowered with access to a choice of European languages? The evidence from the 21 WSE
reports analysed would suggest that it is middle-class girls in voluntary secondary schools.
The least empowered are students in VEC schools with a DEIS status and boys who pursue
LCVP programmes. There is unequal access across the sectors between those students who
are equipped with linguistic capital and those who are not. This inequality is significant and
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the challenge for instructional leadership is to redress this, to ensure that all students have
equal access to the language skills which are required to participate fully in broader European
society. While “breadth and balance” of choices in schools’ curricula are advocated, a further
challenge for instructional school leadership is to redress existing inequalities and to ensure
that school curriculum is designed to promote gender equity and that curriculum choice is not
gendered. Traditionally there have been debates about equal access for girls. The focus of
the above discussion also highlights the importance of widening subject choices for boys and
to ensuring that the educated-citizen can contribute, not alone to Ireland’s economic
development, but also to its cultural and social development. The rationale underpinning this
is to provide equality of opportunities for all students. This is similar in pattern to most
education systems around the world which are concerned with issues of equality, this
commitment to equality being based on the principles of both economic efficiency and social
justice (Rizvi and Lingard, 2010: 140).

The teams of evaluators are also directive and insist that curricular planning and reform
should be enacted by using a distributive model. A key point of significance, however, in
respect of the debate on curriculum, is that teachers have a limited role in devising it. In the
last 25 year, in recognition of accountability and the discourse of new public management, as
discussed earlier, decisions about teaching, learning and assessment are centrally devised.
Teachers are merely “ciphers” whose task is to implement reforms and their voice is not heard
in the political debate (Heywood, 2008). To extend the debate, if knowledge is reified and
proceduralised in this way, it can lead to (i) a pedagogical authority that discourages
negotiation and (ii) a “brittle kind of understanding with a narrow applicability” (Wenger,
2008: 265). In the context of the current analysis, the key issue underlying the debate is
where is the space for instructional and curriculum leadership? When engaging with this
question, the argument may be made, following Wenger (2008) that the purpose of any
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educational design must be broadened to support the negotiation of meaning and the
formation of deep learning communities. There must be an opportunity and space at the WSE
table for schools as “communities of practice” to engage in and lead debate in respect of the
negotiation of their identities. The new Junior Cycle framework may be proposed as an
opportunity to realise this.
Capacity Building – Distributed Leadership
One of the major impediments to effective school leadership is trying to carry the burden
alone (Hallinger, 2005: 234). Congruent with the literature, in the WSE reports under review,
instructional leadership is constructed as a function to be shared or distributed, where clear
goals are set focusing on optimum student learning.
The LCVP has a coordinated approach with four staff members taking a lead role in
its organisation and implementation. All team members have their own specific roles
and are facilitated by management in having formal meeting times during the year.
(School 1).
This is congruent with the view of Harris and Muijs (2005) that capacity building may be
achieved through the enactment of teacher leadership, in which teaching staff at different
levels of the organisation have the opportunity to lead.
The teams of teachers in the subjects inspected demonstrate high levels of
commitment to planning for the teaching of their subjects. A spirit of collegiality
guides the teachers’ work and facilitates a collaborative and co-operative approach
............This is highly praised. (School 5).

Subject Department Coordinators
As illustrated above, teacher leadership roles have begun to emerge for subject department
coordinators, and teacher leadership is constructed as a team endeavour, being undertaken
collectively. The benefits of a collective approach to planning are lauded and there is an
advocacy for the role of subject department coordinators to be rotated among all teachers of
the subject to promote the development of subject-specific expertise and, thereby, distribute
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leadership. There is also an advocacy for regular formal subject planning meetings as a
means of enhancing professional development.
It is recommended that more regular formal meetings be facilitated to allow for
collaborative planning at subject department level across all departments. The role of
coordinator should be rotated so as to build leadership among the teaching team and
distribute responsibility appropriately. (School 10).
Informal Teacher Leadership
As the WSE reports indicate, teachers other than those with formal leadership designation
(e.g. subject coordinators) exercise teacher leadership. Teachers are enacting leadership by
acting as mentors to Post-Graduate Diploma in Education (PGDE) students.
New teachers are well supported through an induction programme, which is led by
both the senior management team and subject co-ordinators. It is intended to
incorporate further reflective practices into the induction programme. (School 7).
This category of “informal leadership” is often voluntary in character (Harris and Muijs,
2005). Much of the extra-curricular work undertaken in Irish post-primary schools, is
voluntary in nature, takes place outside of school hours and is led by committed and caring
teachers. The emotional identities of teachers, as informal leaders, based on a commitment to
the holistic care of students, is constructed in this way. This also facilitates a sense of
professional collegiality within the school organisation.
X School offers a rich and varied range of extra-curricular and co-curricular activities
to the students. There is an unselfish and unstinting commitment by teachers to the
ongoing provision of these activities. (School 1).
In this capacity teachers play a very significant leadership role in the running of the school
and in the holistic development of students. Thus, there are many opportunities for teachers
in our schools to exercise leadership, both within and outside the classroom. That leadership
capacity needs to be harnessed and developed as we construct the road to the future of Irish
education. This model of teacher leadership is a distributed phenomenon and allows teachers
to work together, by providing them with a legitimate sense of authority (Harris and Muijs,
2005: 26).
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This is in line with Spillane’s leader-plus aspect of a distributed framework. The school
principal does not have a monopoly on school leadership, teachers and others also play
important leadership roles. The instructional leadership framework recommended by the
WSE evaluators embraces a distributed leadership model and focuses attention, not alone on
the leader-plus approach but also on the practice of leadership.
The core team or support committee for TY should be encouraged to take more of the
work of organising and running the year, as it is a huge undertaking for the
coordinator. (School 6).
Implicit within this model of distributed leadership are the leadership practices of teachers,
either as informal leaders, providing support for formal leaders, or as heads of subject
departments and programme coordinators. The clear implication from the WSE reports is
that this model of shared leadership and responsibility will enable capacity building within the
school and the creation of an optimum learning environment for students. It is the ways in
which the aforementioned responsibilities are distributed which provide powerful insights into
a school’s level of engagement with leadership for learning (O’Donoghue and Clark, 2010:
156). The empirical evidence emanating from the WSE reports indicates that distributive
models of instructional leadership, however, are not operating to a highly effective level in
38% of the schools under review. The evaluating inspectors recommend, in a directive way,
that appropriate structures be put in place:
The school’s provision of the LCVP programme needs urgent review ........... A LCVP
core team, led by the LCVP co-ordinator needs to be established to oversee the
planning, implementation and systematic review of the programme. (School 6).
This notion is very much embedded in the state making recommendations for a certain
construct of leadership. The reports, however, need to be more dialogical and allow school
communities interact and have a voice in the enactment of these procedures, in the process to
attain the goals and in constructing their own social reality.
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Inclusion
The Education Act 1998, the Education Welfare Act 2000, the Equal Status Acts 2000 and
2004 and the Education for Persons with Special Educational Needs (EPSEN) Act 2004,
provide a legislative framework for the inclusion of students with special educational needs in
mainstream schools. This commitment by government to inclusive practice which values
diversity and equity across the school community is in line with an international movement
towards inclusion, which seeks to make each classroom an inclusive site where students with
special educational needs can participate alongside students who do not have these
exceptionalities.
Leadership for inclusion – WSE Reports
Whole School Evaluation Reports give prominence to the quality of supports in schools for
students with special educational needs. The emerging evidence from an analysis of the WSE
reports under review indicates, however, that while the legislative imperative requires that
all schools develop and implement a policy for the inclusion of students with additional
educational needs and exceptionalities, the level of compliance is not uniform across all
schools.
School practice with regard to the inclusion of students with additional educational
needs is exemplary. The admissions policy refers explicitly to the school’s
commitment to including and supporting students with special educational needs
within the mainstream, and this was borne out in systems and practices observed
during the evaluation. (School 17).
There are significant weaknesses in the quality of supports provided to students and
limited documentation was provided on support for students in the school. (School
10).
While the instructional responsibility for inclusion lies with classroom teachers, its
leadership responsibility ultimately rests with principals (Edmunds and MacMillan, 2010).
As schools navigate an enactment of inclusive educational practice, compliance is largely
dependent on the instructional role of the principal. Principals again find themselves at the
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nexus of accountability (Hallinger, 2005). A fundamental factor influencing the quality of an
inclusive educational policy, and in promoting inclusion in each school context, is largely
dependent on the principal defining a clear direction and model of inclusive practice for the
school. The leadership and vision of the principal is crucial to the overall enactment of
inclusive practice.
Senior management has shown strong leadership in its approach to provision for
Special Educational Needs (SEN) students. (School 18).
The principal and deputy principal have had a huge influence in achieving the good
conditions and the culture shift that has made SEN a whole-school responsibility.
(School 8).

There is an absence in the introductory paragraphs of the WSE reports analysed, however, of
any clear template or definition of what constitutes special educational needs or
exceptionalities. Neither is there any delineation or set of guidelines on how a model of
inclusive educational practice is to be enacted. In a trawl through the reports under review,
there are inconsistencies in the reporting styles, which are very much based on the perceptions
and subjectivities of the inspectors, as discussed earlier in this thesis. In 47.6% of the reports
analysed, the introductory paragraphs are presented, in narrative form, by listing supports that
are available for members of the student population who present with special educational
needs.
The school has an allocation of two learning support ex-quota posts ......... The school
does not currently have an assigned NEPS psychologist. (School 1).
There are five fully qualified special educational needs (SEN) teachers on the school,
staff, with another member of staff currently attending a course. (School 9).
23.8% of the reports introduce the discussion by setting provision of supports for students
with special educational needs within the context of the ethos, culture and mission statement
of the school.
The recognition in the mission statement of the uniqueness of every individual
member of the school community, who has the potential to grow academically,
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spiritually and socially, establishes the agenda for much of the school’s work and sets
the tone for its supports of students. (School 8).
Supports for students with special educational needs is underpinned by a college
policy document that focuses on valuing diversity, the dignity of the individual and
equality of opportunity. (School 3).
The remaining 28.6% of the reports preface the discussion from a philosophical standpoint,
by recognising inclusion as a fundamental tenet in the construction of an educational model
which caters for the diverse needs of the school community.
Inclusion is a core feature of the philosophy of [Name of School] .......... Subject
department planning shows a clear appreciation of the inclusion of students with
additional needs and of strategies required to better cater for those needs in teaching
and learning. (School 12).

29% of the reports analysed recommend that, in developing a Special Educational Needs
policy, schools should refer to “Inclusion of Students with Special Educational Needs: Post
Primary Guidelines” (2007), issued by the Inspectorate of the Department of Education and
Science. Only 10% of the reports refer to schools which show an awareness of the needs of
more able students and suggest that the National Council for Curriculum and Assessment
(NCCA) document, “Exceptionally Able Students: Draft Guidelines for Teachers” (2007),
may prove useful in shaping practice.
Management has recently initiated the development of extra supports for exceptionally
able students........... This allocation of extra supports to these students is commended.
(School 9).

Implicit in this statement is the view, that in line with the Education Act (1998) definition,
within the paradigm of inclusion, identifying students with exceptionalities is broadly based,
with the aim of realizing the learning needs of all students. Exceptionally able students
(which according to the guidelines represent 5% - 10% of the student population nationally)
may also present with special educational needs and models of good practice require support
for the development of exceptionally able students.
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Despite the uniformity of opinion concerning the merits of inclusion, educators still appear to
struggle to understand the philosophy of inclusion and the policies that govern its
implementation (Edmunds and McMillan, 2010). While there is ample evidence from the
emerging findings of the WSE reports analysed, that school principals are actively developing
inclusive learning environments, there are different understandings of the nuances and
meaning of “exceptionality”. In line with the Distributed Cognition frame adopted for this
thesis, it may be argued that negotiating the phenomenon of inclusion is contextual and
situated in the school as a “community of practice.” It serves to give legitimacy to leadership
activity from within the activity. Linking this with Wenger’s (2008) conceptual frame, as
discussed in Chapter 3, negotiating the enterprise of inclusion includes the processes of
mutual engagement, reconciling conflicting interpretations of what it is about and developing
shared styles and discourses to give it legitimacy and integrate it into the processes of
negotiation “by which the practice evolves” (Wenger, 2008: 95).

5.5 WSE Conclusion, Summary and Recommendations
All WSE reports conclude with Section 6, which is a Summary of Findings and
Recommendations for Further Development. This section is formatted by the use of bullet
points. Bullet points are often used in this way in official documents and are directive rather
than being dialogical (Taylor, 2004: 442). This, as Fairclough (2001b:260) argues, “sets up a
non-dialogical divide between those who are making all the assertions, and those they are
addressed at – those who tell and those who are told.”
In the Summary of Findings Section, the main areas which are addressed by the evaluators
are: the efficacy of the Board of Management; School Development Planning; the principal
and deputy principal as the senior management team; the middle-management team and post
of responsibility structure; student care; Parents’ Association; Student Council; curricular
issues and quality of teaching and learning. These issues are presented in a series of
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declarative statements and assertions in the present-tense. In each of the WSE reports under
review, there is a discussion on the leadership and management roles of the principal and
deputy principal. There is limited consistency, however, in the discourse or in the ways in
which this is presented.
Senior management has demonstrated a sense of leadership and has through its
efforts, developed the school in productive and effective ways. (School 8).
There is a strong and effective senior management team, with a clear commitment to
leadership of staff. (School 4).
What is meant by leadership? What is the official construct of leadership? It is important to
note that, while reference is made to leadership in all reports, there is no explicit philosophical
discussion or intellectual debate on the construct of leadership. While the evaluators assume
an authorial and prescriptive stance and assume “expert identity”, they fail in all instances to
provide a space for negotiating the meaning of leadership in each activity system. They also
fail to address the fact that negotiating meaning and engaging with organisational discourses
offers the “potential for new meanings embedded in an organisation” (Wenger, 2008:262).
This may suggest that there is an assumption of an agreed understanding among all
protagonists of a required model and construct of leadership. Implicit in the reporting,
however, is a view that leadership is shared, collaborative and characterised by a team
approach.

While it is acknowledged that evaluators work with an evaluation template, the argument may
also be made, as discussed earlier, that much of the reporting is based on inspectors’
perceptions. A fundamental question needs to be addressed – if the analysis by the
Inspectorate and the framework of discourse (including the signifiers and signified
components of language) are based on perception and are embedded in subjectivities, how are
individuals’ identities and leadership practice constructed in reality in second-level schools in
Ireland? I strongly make the argument that school leadership has to be a mediated construct.
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This calls for a more dialogical and interactional construct. This may be facilitated through
the School Self-Evaluation process, which has the aim of empowering a school community to
affirm good practice and gives the school community more autonomy to decide on actions
that should be undertaken within the individual school.

The authority of the Inspectorate and teams of evaluators is clearly evident in the modality
features of the Recommendations Section. The clauses are both directive and prescriptive.
There are many instances of “deontic modality” (Fairclough, 2010:106), whereby the
pervasive use of should imposes an explicit obligation on the school community in question to
act in a prescribed manner and to conform to a centrally devised model of behaviour.
The model of in-school management should be re-configured to enable the school to
meet the changing demands of the community it serves. (School 7).
Also implicit in the Recommendations, though neither defined nor explained, is a
recommendation for a framework for new forms of leadership for teachers. This is consistent
with the literature in that it recognises that teacher leadership is inextricably linked to teacher
learning, because of its ability to nurture professional learning communities (O’Donoghue
and Clarke, 2010).
The board of management should lead the school in addressing the further
development of leadership at all levels in the school. (School 14).
The development of subject departments in all subject areas should continue with time
afforded to curricular planning to include discussion around teaching methodologies
........ (School 1).
Teachers are urged to continue to self-review and develop their teaching
methodologies as one of the most valuable contributions that they can make to the aim
of raising the expectations of learners and the standards of student achievement ....
(School 12).
Discussion, development planning and implementation of active teaching and learning
methodologies, including the further use of assessment for learning is recommended.
(School 21).
The above recommendations are congruent with Harris and Muijs’ (2005: 65) identification of
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the dimensions of teacher leadership that require support and development.
(i)

continuing to teach and to improve individual teaching proficiency and skill

(ii)

organising and leading peer review of teaching practices

(iii)

providing curriculum development knowledge

(iv)

participating in school-level decision making

(v)

leading in-service training and staff development activities

(vi)

engaging other teachers in collaborative action planning, reflection and
research.

The recommendations for teacher leadership in the WSE reports, however, are implicit
rather than explicit. This calls for the need for an explicit conceptualisation of teacher
leadership. While the text is very directive, it is not clear who has agency and who has the
responsibility for making the changes. Does responsibility for reform lie with the Board of
Management or with the Principal? This lack of clarity is a common feature of policy
documents where sources of power and authority are difficult to detect (Yeatman, 1990: cited
in Taylor, 2004).

Criticism of the school systems is also implied, given the declarations in some reports that
there is an urgent need for reform and improvement
Several policy documents need to be developed as a matter of urgency. (School 9)
Arrangements should be put in place regarding the development of a whole-school
guidance plan as a matter of urgency. (School 2).
Health and Safety issues need to be rectified as a matter of urgency. (School 1).
An immediate response is demanded by the “sense of urgency” articulated in the above
extracts. It places the state in a position of power. This leads one to pose the question
wherein lies the autonomy of the individual school and what is happening to the authority of
school communities? How is the agency of the school community constructed at the local
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level? Starratt (2005: xiii) calls for a redefinition of leadership in a globalised policy
environment, where market ideologies have infiltrated school policy agendas, and where the
local leadership of principals and other key stakeholders appears to be smothered by policy
directives from national governments. In this context, it may be suggested that a sociocultural paradigm of school leadership needs to be developed more fully, whereby school
leadership continues to re-define and re-construct its own identity within its own sociocultural context.

5.6 Conclusion
This chapter, in adopting elements of Fariclough’s three-tiered CDA framework, as an
investigative tool, has explored the discourses and rhetoric underpinning official policy in a
selected sample of 21 WSE reports. The analysis has employed this tool to decipher how the
construction of leadership is produced in the reports under review and the reasons why certain
recommendations are made and why, conversely, there are also silences. As outlined at the
beginning of this chapter, the analysis has sought to address three key questions: (i) what are
the dominant discourses in the documents? (ii) what assumptions are made about leadership?
and (iii) what perspective on leadership, power, status and agency is the language in the
documents communicating?

For the purposes of this thesis, the analysis has isolated three dimensions of school leadership
which are particularly pertinent to the enactment of leadership in Irish post-primary schools at
this time: Spiritual Leadership, Managerial Leadership and Instructional Leadership. In
engaging with all three aspects of leadership a salient point emerging from the analysis is that
school organisations are at different stages of development. While the Education Act 1998
has devolved governance, power and responsibility to boards of management, the evidence
indicates that the underlying assumptions regarding devolution are not being realised
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uniformly and with the same levels of engagement across school organisations. To address
this issue, there is an advocacy and recommendation in the WSE reports for a participative,
collaborative and distributed construct of leadership.
In respect of the above point, the linguistic analysis of the reports indicates a textual
hybridity, which reveals competing discourses. On the one hand there is a privileging of a
discourse of advocacy and prescriptivism, which implies power and hegemony located in the
state. On the other hand, the discourse of collaboration suggests a sharing of power.

While a discourse of partnership and collegiality is pervasive in the WSE reports analysed, a
conceptualisation or model of collegial and collaborative practice is not discussed or
proposed. A point of note, however, is that there are inconsistencies in the discourse, with the
term “delegation” being used in some reports, while the term “distribution” is used by the
evaluators in other reports. This suggests (i) a lack of clarity among the evaluators regarding
the meaning of the concepts and the nuances of discourse and (ii) the subjective and
qualitative nature of reporting. Neither are mechanisms on how to build leadership capacity
addressed in the reports. In schools where deficiencies are identified and recommendations
made for school improvement, there is no discussion on the complexities of school
organisations or the underlying systemic or contextual factors giving rise to the deficiencies.
In respect of this point and, following Gronn (2009), a factor to consider in any discussion is
that on-the-ground realities are more complex than blanket descriptors.

This calls for a dialogical relationship between schools and the inspectorate whereby there is a
space for debate to generate clarity. Otherwise, alignment with the prescriptive process has
the potential to disempower schools and remove their ability to negotiate their place in the
larger scheme of things (Wenger, 1998). The argument may be made that the dialogical
process, in the guise of meaningful consultation can empower schools in negotiating meaning
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and identity in respect of constructing collaborative and shared leadership practices.

While the advocacy genre evident in the WSE reports and the recommendations and mandates
for compliance and accountability shape practice, the evidence indicates that these
prescriptions are mediated by each school’s production of its own practice, as a “community
of practice.” In respect of spiritual leadership, across the majority of schools, spirituality is
expressed in a religious configuration. Traditional institutional codes of behaviour and prior
knowledge and consciousness are situated in school ethos and practices. School ethos wields
a considerable amount of power and any enactment of leadership is shaped by socio-cultural
and socio-historical themes that continue to inform and shape practice in Irish post-primary
schools.

In terms of instructional leadership, the evidence emanating from the reports under review
indicates that the prescribed aim of school instructional leadership is to create high quality
learning environments and implement active teaching methodologies. In respect of that
prescription, a noteworthy point, however, is that there is no evidence in the reports to
indicate if principals engage with students on their learning or with teachers on their teaching
or, if there is peer review and evaluation. It is remarkable that the evaluation system lacks
what should be a fundamental element of practice, i.e. an analysis of individual performance
(McNamara and O’Hara, 2012). As discursive events, these silences prompt questions
concerning power. It may be assumed that the silences are in deference to historical legacies
where, traditionally, as pointed out in Chapter 3, teachers have been virtually autonomous in
their classrooms, highly unionised and resentful of any monitoring. Evaluators may not wish
to “rock the boat” and, thus, succumb to the power of historical legacies.

Resulting from an exploration and discourse analysis of the WSE reports and from an
activity-theoretical perspective, because “activity is seen as a collective, systemic formation”
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(Engestrom, 2008:26), the loci of power and influences shaping leadership practice may be
identified as (i) reform agenda and the power of state intervention to meet accountability and
statutory agendas and (ii) the power and hegemonic influence of schools’ ethos, legacies and
socio-cultural contexts. The power of school ethos has resulted in evaluators compromising
with its mores. For that reason, while many neo-liberal ideas and concepts appear in policy
documents, e.g. the Education Act 1998, their implementation on the ground is constrained
by a culture of compromise (McNamara et al, 2009). This results in relations of
accountability that are not fixed constraints or norms and but that have the ability to negotiate
actions, with the whole process being as generative as it constraining (Wenger, 1998). This
debate is an interesting one in terms of how power and hegemony will be re-structured in Irish
post-primary schools and how the two orders of discourse will unify (Fairclough, 2010).

Chapter 6 will proceed to present data from interviews with principals and deputy principals
in three case-study schools. It seeks to ascertain how understandings of leadership are
conceptualised from the perspectives of the incumbents. The findings in the present chapter
will be synthesised with the qualitative research undertaken in the empirical chapters.
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Chapter 6 Perspectives on Leadership: Principals and Deputy Principals
6.0 Introduction
The previous chapter explored and analysed (i) concepts of school leadership that are
foregrounded in Whole-School Evaluation (WSE) Reports and (ii) the discourses and rhetoric
underpinning these documents. This chapter presents and analyses the thinking and practice
of the principals and deputy principals in the three case-study schools, as revealed in the indepth interviews. By engaging with the identities, behaviours, subjectivities and narratives of
the incumbents, it is possible to construct a conceptualisation of leadership practice in schools
in this era of accountability. The chapter also analyses the how of leadership practice and the
key factors informing and underpinning that practice.
Section 6.1 presents and analyses the principals and deputy principals’ understandings of
leadership and where they locate themselves conceptually.

Section 6.2 addresses the emotional identities of the protagonists and how these identities
impact on their connectedness with their school communities.

Section 6.3 investigates how the socio-cultural contexts of the schools shape the leadership of
the principals and deputy principals.

In Section 6.4 of the analysis a distributed perspective is taken to provide insights into how
managerial leadership unfolds in the schools.

Section 6.5 illuminates the key dimensions of instructional leadership practice that shape
teaching and learning in the schools. The analysis is presented from a distributed leadership
perspective.
In the concluding section 6.6 there will be a discussion on the key findings emanating from
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this component of the empirical research.

6.1 Conceptualisations of Leadership
As evinced from the analysis in Chapter 5, there are silences on what constitutes the official,
explicit construct of leadership. The point was made that this may suggest an assumption of
an agreed understanding among protagonists of a required model and construct. It is, thereby,
considered imperative, in the empirical component, to consider and give voice to how the
construction of leadership is conceptualised from the perspectives of the principals and deputy
principals. This brief exploration will provide a roadmap for subsequent analysis on the how
of leadership practice in the case-study schools. At the outset, there was a general consensus
that the role is becoming more complex and challenging, as principals endeavour to navigate
and mediate the increasingly fluid and blurred roles between the concepts of leadership,
management and administration. Viewed from the perspective of school leaders themselves,
the role of principal is positioned between and seeks to balance externally mandated policy
initiatives on the one hand, with creating and maintaining school goals and identity and ethos
on the other hand. For the purposes of the current discussion two main categories, apart
from managerial and instructional leadership which will be discussed later in the chapter,
have been identified.
(i) Moral Leadership
Notwithstanding the evolving educational landscape, with its external imperatives, resulting
in principals spending more time on administrative and management tasks, the interviewees in
the case-study schools extract the visionary and moral leadership component from the
melange, as being essential to their leadership practice.
The single phrase I use most often is moral purpose. We set standards ourselves with
our professional conduct, how we deal with colleagues on a personal level. (Gerard
Ricardo, P., Liceo del Popolo).
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For me the leadership role is the bit that inspires people, moves them forward. (Teresa
Domenica, P., Liceo Santa Maria)

In these times of great change in education, the challenge for leadership is to mediate the two
competing imperatives, the managerial and the moral, so that the school can be transformed
into a professional learning community (Sergiovanni, 1991).There are some inconsistencies
in the discourses, however, as evinced in the following outlier statement, whereby:
Leadership is first and foremost broadcasting a message and that must be the core
values of the school. It must be where you see the school going, what you’re trying to
preserve and, more subtly, what you’re trying to shape. (Mark Tozzi, P., Liceo San
Giovanni).
Implicit in the rhetoric of the quotation is the notion that leadership has a charismatic
property, with the locus of leadership being situated in the person of the principal, who
exudes a sense of power and confidence, as he shapes organisational practice. The same
sentiment, which is redolent of the trait perspective on leadership, is also articulated by the
school’s board of management chairman in respect of the principal’s leadership. An
assumption underlying the claim is the fact that socio-historical legacies of hierarchical
practice are both subliminally and overtly informing perspectives. From that perspective,
some of the history of the practice remains entrenched in the generational relations that
structure the “community of practice” (Wenger, 1998).
(ii) Shared Leadership
Notwithstanding differences in constructions of moral and transformational leadership, one
overarching conceptualisation across the three case-study schools constructs leadership as:
(1) giving empowerment right down through the organisation for all members to be
leaders themselves. (Gerard Ricardo, P., Liceo San Giovanni)
(2) I think it applies throughout the school at all levels. (Lauren Bianconi, DP., Liceo
Santa Maria).
(3) The only way you can give leadership is by allowing people to practise leadership.
(Mark Tozzi, P., Liceo San Giovanni).
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Consistent with the literature (Spillane, 2006), a recurrent theme emanating from the
interviews with principals and deputy principals, across all sectors and socio-cultural
contexts, is a recognition that leadership in the twenty first century school is a shared
phenomenon, with the aim of empowering all members of the school community. In respect
of this debate, it is important to note, however, that conversations with members of the
Parents’ Councils and Student Councils of the three schools constructed leadership as residing
primarily in the school principals. This calls on school leaders to facilitate debate among all
stakeholders to consider “the changing landscape of agency in work organisations”
(Engestrom, 208:207).

6.2 Emotional Identities of Principals and Deputy Principals
This analysis explores how principals and deputy principals establish their identities as
emotional beings and will argue that these protagonists need to have an emotional
connectedness with their school communities (teachers, students, parents, boards of
management) in order to achieve the school’s goals. Within the neo-liberal frame, as
discussed in Chapters 2, 3 and 4, education is constructed as a market commodity. Enshrined
in this neo-liberal worldview is a careless model of citizenship and forms of governance that
are antithetical to the care work, which is endemic in education (Lynch et al, 2012). Thus,
in the accountability regimen, schools function within a bureaucracy that seems to
marginalise emotional experience (Moller, 2005). Participation in a “community of
practice”, however, refers not alone to the process of taking part, but to the relations and
social experience of living in the world, involving one’s whole person (Wenger, 1998).
Thus, because leading and managing are not static activities, the emotional construct of
educational leadership needs to be fore-grounded, in any analysis on the implementation of
distributed leadership in schools.
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Building Relationships
The frame outlined above prompted a discussion with the principals and deputy principals on
relational methods of mutual engagement.
I’ve moved my time to the affirmative part of the school, so I would spend the vast
majority of time visiting classes, to praise teachers or to say how superb thing are
going. (Gerard Ricardo, principal, Liceo del Popolo).
Mr. Ricardo points out, that in order to realise the role model aspect of his position, he has
reduced his role in organisational work and in the disciplinary process. This role has now
been distributed to and assumed by the Year Heads, as part of middle management structure
of the school. Mr. Ricardo explains that he now spends a lot of his time on the corridor,
meeting staff, conversing with them, giving them reassurance and direction. In this respect, in
guiding this emotional, confidence-building process, and in supporting all the agents, control
resides with the principal. Mr. Ricardo acknowledges, however, that this strategic enactment
of positive emotional leadership is possible, because the school is relatively new.

On the other hand, Mark Tozzi, principal Liceo San Giovanni, offers a divergent view on how
he enacts relationship building.
If he doesn’t contribute to the system, he will drain the system. Leadership is
really about preventing energy drainage out of the system and the release of as
much into the system as one can. I guess it ultimately boils down to conveying a
sense of support, encouragement and validation. (Mark Tozzi, P., Liceo San
Giovanni).
Mr. Tozzi refers to the issue of the “redirection of some energy” as one whereby a staff
member who may have a lot of energy and much to contribute might wish to go in a certain
direction and begin some enterprise in the school with which he, as principal, might not agree.
He sees his leadership, in that context, as dissuading the staff member, without injuring him,
and thereby allowing him a perceived agency, by coming up with an alternative or
remodelling of what the staff member had in mind. Consistent with the literature, the
channelling of this energy flow within the school organisation is characterised by the
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emotional inter-subjectivities in the professional relationships of the members of that school
organisation. The emotional intensity, on the part of the principal and deputy principal, of
constructing the school’s “emotional map” (Jorunn, 2005), is not only focused on fostering
good relations internally by validation and affirmation, but is also part of a process of
knowing, and indeed regulating, the emotional subjectivities of all the agents in the school.

In the overall context, what the evidence clearly indicates is that principals fully engage with
building positive relationships and, depending on their school contexts and stages of
organisational development, find creative ways in which to negotiate relationship-building.
“What it takes for a community of practice to cohere enough to function can be very subtle
and delicate” (Wenger, 1998: 74). This is particularly evident in the work of principal Tozzi
who has to subtly balance between prescription and empowerment.

Ethos of Care and Nurture
As illustrated in Chapters 3 and 5, a traditional ethos of care and nurture, underpinned by
values of respect, inclusion, openness and approachability has framed educational leadership
in Ireland.
I think people feel if you do a really good job on the pastoral care of the students,
everybody benefits. We would look at each child individually and, certainly, in terms
of the Class Teacher and Year Head systems, the care of the individual would come
through there. The values that underpin that would be respect and care for each other
and that really is the kernel of what we’re looking at.
(Teresa, principal, Liceo Santa Maria).

We create an atmosphere, where we get the best out of our colleagues and the best out
of our students. I suppose the first thing is you’ve got to make them [teachers] feel
comfortable in the space that they’re in, that they’re valued members of the school
community, that they’re listened to and that they own the school. (Paul Monti, deputy
principal Liceo San Giovanni).
This empirical evidence is consistent with the reporting in the WSE reports and indicates that
leadership, as practiced in Irish post-primary schools, is embedded in an ethos of care.
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In this debate, however, an important consideration is that any is that in any activity system,
the nature of workplace learning is dependent on the character of the work organisation
(Engestrom, 2008).
Our ethos would be about, first of all promoting the whole individual, it would be
about inclusivity, a big part of what we do is about creating learning through a
cooperative rather than competitive environment. ............ Secondly, our ethos would
be about creating a place where young people achieve results, whether with the
camogie team or academic results.......(Gerard Ricardo, principal Liceo del Popolo)
This example, which juxtaposes two opposite lens through which to view the world, the
competitive and the cooperative, contrasts with the conceptualisations proffered by the
principals of the other two case-study schools. A number of analytical points may be made in
respect of this quotation. (1) The two opposing views make it clear that workplace learning is
a contested terrain (Engestrom, 2008). (2) The discourse points to a terrain where holistic,
higher order values interweave with the new managerialist agenda and its attendant
performativity culture. (3) When drilling deeper, a reason for the contrast with the
conceptualisations offered by the other case-study schools may lie in the fact that Liceo del
Popolo is a relatively new school. In the interview with Mr. Ricardo, he pointed out that the
school’s ethos is still very fluid and that the community is in the process of creating it now.
Consistent with activity theory, as discussed in Chapter 2 and with the evidence from the
WSE reports, a key point emerging from this discussion is that the lebenswelt of a
“community of practice” is dependent on the particular type of production in which it is
embedded.

Trust
A key factor in securing teacher leadership is trust and it serves to give teachers a sense of
autonomy (Harris and Muijs, 2005). There are silences and omissions regarding the concept
of trust in the WSE reports and, thus, it is important to give it voice in the empirical
component in order to gain a deeper understanding of the phenomenon as it pertains to
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leadership.
The human being always responds to validation, and trust is probably the ultimate
validation, because it’s a signal that you’re capable. It is a signal of validation
and a signal that you’re part of the team, so in that sense, those three signals, I
think, mean a lot.
This view is very much corroborated in the interviews with the other principals. There are
divergences, however, in how trust is enacted. Thus, the question needs to be posed, however,
regarding how authentic that trust is and if it is merely rhetoric. Mr. Tozzi indicates that great
care has to be taken with words, particularly when he is trying “to re-direct energy”, and
asserts that any enactment of a team spirit based on trust is:
a claim that anybody can make, and people are going to make it, whether there
is, or there isn’t
Multiple meanings can be ascribed to enactments of trust, based on the subjectivities of the
protagonists, from models that are carefully orchestrated by principals, to those that are
enabled through discussion and debate, where people are allowed to make mistakes. Building
an identity as a school principal consists of negotiating the meaning of one’s experience of
membership of school communities, and the negotiations are processes where emotions and
questions of power play important roles (Moller, 2005).
My philosophy is this, if I give a role or a job to somebody, we [principal and deputy
principal] start at the point that people need a lot of help, but our object is within two
years, to empower that person to a point where they can do the job, without recourse
to us except to check that the way things are moving is within the general ethos of the
school. (Gerard Ricardo, Principal Liceo del Popolo).
There are other ways in which trust can be enacted. Teresa Domenica (Principal, Liceo Santa
Maria) puts forward the view that in a school culture which promotes empowerment and the
distribution of leadership, and which supports people during times when that leadership
works, and at times when it does not work, risk-taking is a key component. Teresa sees her
role as one of trusting, supporting confidence-building and in encouraging teachers to take a
risk.
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I think people are more and more open to it. I would see most members of staff
now being willing to risk something, whether it’s making a presentation in front
of staff or taking on another role. This is one of the things I love, people are
willing to take on leadership roles, without having an official title.
Risk-taking is very much part of Teresa’s trajectory of leadership practice, and because of the
fact that she is a relatively new appointee to the role of principal, she believes she has much to
learn from experienced staff members. She is creating the conditions necessary to take risks
in the interest of new learning and identity formation (Sugrue, 2005). The sub-text of the
above narratives may be read as instances of the influential spaces occupied by teachers in the
decision-making and leadership processes of schools. Key questions arise around who are the
power-holders in the schools and who is empowered to act? In the cultures of management in
these schools, power and influence are presented as being distributed, negotiable and are
exercised both formally and informally.

6.3 Socio-cultural Context
In an educational landscape of great change, attachment to value stances, beliefs and
continuity with the past becomes the basis for dealing with change and uncertainty (Sugrue,
2005). Activity systems can only be understood against the background of their own history
(Engestrom, 2008).

Spiritual Intelligence
In the context of this chapter, spiritual intelligence will be analysed in terms of the link to
religion. While spiritual leadership has also been linked to ethos and collaboration in Chapter
5, these issues are explored elsewhere in this chapter. It is considered essential to explore the
link to religion in greater depth in the empirical component as there are silences in the WSE
reports analysed in Chapter 5 regarding internal circumstances and the negotiation of meaning
in relation to changing external circumstances and demands for plurality of provision. How
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do schools mediate the new orders of discourse? Illumination is also required on this issue, in
light of the observation made by Humphreys (2012), as discussed in Chapter 4, that in the
current discourse there appears to be a uni-dimensional interpretation of diversity, i.e.
religious diversity.
There is a colouration created by our own particular history, which is within the
[Name of Religious Congregation] tradition, so there’s a particular meaning or
validation towards the Catholic tradition in the schools, which is mediated by
the [Name of Religious Congregation] heritage. (Mark Tozzi, principal Liceo San
Giovanni).
Mr. Tozzi further asserts, that in keeping with the religious mission and, in drawing
inspiration from Christ as Shepherd, the mission of the school is:
to activate the majesty in people. I guess our philosophy would be close to the core
Catholic philosophy, it’s a reconciliation of opposites at all times. So, you get the
very bright, the very weak, the practical, non-practical, the inspirational, plodding and
so on.

The leadership of the Catholic faith-based school , as indicated in excerpt 1 above, is
modelled on the leadership of Christ, as Shepherd and is unique among the 3 case-study
schools in terms of its messianic character. This use of a religious metaphor carries a
symbolism, with hope and trust embodied in the principal, to act as a benevolent, caring
leader, but also to embrace diversity by inculcating higher-order values. This view finds
resonance with O’Sullivan’s (2005:201) “theocratic paradigm”, as discussed in Chapter 3,
which explores the significance attached to the hegemonic and pervasive Catholic stance, in
defining one’s values and world view. It also offers a lens to remnants of a homogenised
Catholic and Gaelic society and an idealised view of that society. The view that the school is
a homogenous community, however, would be to deny the agency that the school gives to
multi-culturalism. Interviews with principal, deputy principal and members of the Parents’
Council indicate that the school is an inclusive community and that while the school has a
Catholic ethos, there are many different nationalities represented in the school.

237

The students are learning about all different languages, cultures and religions, that’s
very good and they’re still not losing their identity. (Parent, Liceo San Giovanni).
Similar iterations are proffered in the other case-study schools and, while retention of
Christian ethos is actively promoted:
At the moment we are working on our multi-cultural policy. (Teresa Domenica,
principal, Liceo Santa Maria).
This presents a challenge nationally to debate and illuminate how diversity is constructed in
leadership discourse. Despite these changes in the current educational landscape, and
“shifting senses of Irishness”, there is still great continuity, in many cases, with the past, with
historical paradigms continuing to have significant salience in Irish education.

When analysing continuity of traditional paradigms, another significant ingredient which has
to be added to the mix is the life narratives and career trajectories of the senior management
teams.
I’m a past-pupil of the school, and, I’ve taught here throughout my career. The
founding order set a tone early on, I don’t know how we’ve done it, but it has
actually continued into the lay principalships. There’s a Liceo San Giovanni
way of doing things. (Paul Monti, DP, Liceo San Giovanni).
The above quotation is an atypical comment in the context of the case-study schools, as it
applies to only one incumbent. It is considered worthy of inclusion, however, as a prototype
of how continuities and discontinuities are managed. A continuous focus on change to the
exclusion of continuity creates a fear of destabilisation, thus there is a need for school leaders
to recognise and strive for stability through adaptive behaviour (Sugrue, 2005).

Adaptive Challenges
This study reveals the main adaptive challenges and accountabilities identified by the
interviewees’ narratives. It also illustrates the adaptive behaviours enacted by school leaders
to mediate change by enabling continuity, while at the same time maintaining levels of
autonomy, in the implementation of change. The current reality indicates that school
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leadership and management is a multifarious responsibility, characterised by the following
aspects.

(a) Societal challenges and expectations. These are manifest in the relationship between
parents, students, society and the school.
The biggest challenges really are the challenges that come to us from society. The
biggest challenges are what is expected: the relationship between parents, students and
the school, very often what the students want the school to do, what the parents want
the school to do, and what the Department of Education and society wants the schools
to do, can all be very different and it’s impossible to satisfy all those expectations and
needs. (Lauren Bianconi, Liceo Santa Maria).
The lived reality of school principals in post-primary schools in Ireland today indicates that
external accountability and central control are exerting significant influence on leadership
practice and the principal has to prudently manage this evolving performativity culture.

While it is the responsibility of the school principal to equip the school community to adapt to
this constantly evolving new reality, this is not done without contestation.
The host culture does infiltrate or seep into the system. I suppose the ethos of
quantifiability is all pervasive now in educational thinking. There’s more to existence
than productivity and what is quantifiable. I think schools generally stand for
something, they stand more for people than for product, and I think, that will always
be the case. (Mark Tozzi, Principal, Liceo San Giovanni)
Tensions emerge, however, from the endeavours to balance external controls with internal
autonomy.
It’s important to have people accountable, and it’s important to have plans, but you
can get bogged down in keeping records and you could get bogged down in
inspections. It’s essential not to lose track of what’s important . (Lauren Bianconi,
DP, Liceo Santa Maria).
We take the directives and procedures that are laid down, and we sit down and try to
bend them. One of the modern trends is that unless something can be tested, it’s not
worth doing, and we don’t agree with that as a school. (Paul Monti, DP, Liceo San
Giovanni).
The above quotations are typical of the views of all principals and deputy principals
interviewed. The tensions and discontinuities highlighted in the quotations highlight the two
239

overarching dimensions shaping practice currently in Ireland, as discussed in Chapter 3, (i)
the very particular Irish socio-historical context and (ii) reform agendas, characterised by
accountability mandates and inspections. This presents a challenge for school leaders to
mediate the tensions between the continuities and discontinuities, by negotiating meaning. In
this context and, using Wenger’s frame as a lens, the negotiation of meaning can empower
schools as “communities of practice” as the negotiation of meaning is an open process which
has the potential for including new elements and for reproducing the old in the new (Wenger,
1998).
(b) Resistance. Consistent with Wenger’s (1998) view, negotiated meaning is both dynamic
and historical and implies a world of both resistance and malleability. Gerard Ricardo,
Principal Liceo del Popolo, points out, when discussing the concept of team teaching, that
among a certain cohort of staff, there is “resistance and fear.” This view is shared by all
interviewees.
Change is nearly always accompanied by fear. Teachers fear change, because I
suppose they think more is going to be expected of them, that their conditions are
going to be worsened. If one recognises it’s predicated on fear, then I think one can
take steps. Leading it then, would be allowing the fear to dissipate, by kind of slowly,
slowly pointing out the merits of the new situation, until there’s enough purchase in
the collective to let it go through. (Mark Tozzi, P., Liceo San Giovanni)

As evinced in the above statement, in line with the principles of Activity Theory as discussed
in Chapter 2, when the school adopts elements from the outside, conflicts, tensions and fears
are generated. The management of change requires the principal to have a clear
understanding of the current reality and why change is needed. It is also necessary to
disseminate and distribute this understanding throughout the school community and the how
of this distribution process is vital.
Implicit in the statement, also, is the notion that there is an exercise of power and
manipulation on the part of the principal, to lead the school community to buy into new
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situations in a benign, subtle, persuasive way. The data in the extract reveal that power
structures are complex in the enactment of school leadership. These types of contradictions
are part of the lived reality of all schools as activity systems, with the principal managing and
leading solutions to the problem. The leadership of the principal involves exercising patience,
commitment and persistence to encourage acceptance and motivation in these challenging
times.

6.4 Managerial Leadership
This section of the analysis provides insights into how managerial leadership unfolds in the
case-study schools. It also provides an understanding on the instruments and tools ulitised to
enable the enactment of leadership and management across the various agents in the school
communities – both positional and informal (Spillane et al, 2009).

Middle Management Structure
It was clear from the conversations with the principals and deputy principals that their
identities and their lived educational reality, at this time, are shaped by adaptation to the
exigencies of externally mandated accountability regimes. Consistent with the findings in
Chapter 5, the current reality which has placed an embargo on promotional posts, thus has
resulted in a considerable increase in the administrative and managerial responsibilities of the
principal and deputy principal, in meeting externally mandated demands. The following
quotation is typical of sentiments expressed by principals in all the case-study schools.
A lot has come back to the principal and deputy principal. It means that by taking on
the day-to-day things, an awful lot more, that you have less time to do the planning,
and the planning is done outside of school time, because you’re caught up with so
much of the day-to-day things. (Lauren Bianconi, DP, Liceo Santa Maria)
All interviewees concurred that there is an increasing pressure on the principal and deputy
principal to fulfil an increasing number of administrative duties, because schools are required
to adhere to accountability regimes. As outlined inChapter 3, the embargo, as an enactment
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of state intervention, has adversely impacted on the formal distribution of leadership through
the middle management structure. By extension, it also impacts on the primary role of the
principal as educational leader, to enable capacity building, in order to create a professional
learning community in his/her school
If you don’t build people’s leadership skills at this stage, when we eventually get our
posts back, we won’t have anybody ready to fill them. I think most schools are in a
position now, where they have to go to a staff member and they have to ask them to
voluntarily take on a leadership role within the school, without having an official title.
(Teresa Domenica, P., Liceo Santa Maria).

One way in which principals manage this complex situation is to distribute leadership by
negotiation, persuasion and strategic planning. To unpack this perspective, it is interesting to
analyse Teresa Domenica’a viewpoint. Teresa explains that, prior to the moratorium on the
promotional posts of responsibility system, the leadership role of assistant principals and
special duties teachers was a formal one, whereby they had positional authority, official titles
and received remuneration for carrying out their post of responsibility duties. Currently,
however, with the moratorium on promotional posts, she now finds herself in a position where
she has to go to staff members, negotiate with them, engage in dialogue and ask them to take
on leadership roles in a voluntary capacity, without an official title. The experiences of the
other principals corroborate this point. Consistent with the literature (MacBeath, 2009), this
leadership distribution is both opportunistically and strategically managed by principals, as
they focus on school improvement. What is clearly evident from the interviews is that as
principals navigate these new realities and “modes of belonging”, issues of power come to the
fore, in terms of how actions, transactions and “patterns of activity” shape distribution of
leadership.

A point of divergence, worthy of note, is that Principal Ricardo, Liceo del Popolo, in
constructing school identity is not faced with these new realities to the same extent. Because
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his school is relatively new, staff is younger and, thus, there is not a significant loss of middle
management posts. An important point for the DES to consider is the necessity of addressing
these inequities in the system, as a learning community needs resources “to create a rhythm of
engagement, imagination and alignment” (Wenger, 2008:250).

Volunteerism
Another strategic motivational device employed to elicit the support of teachers to enable the
enactment of lateral distribution of leadership is to ask favours.
The only way to do it is to ask favours. “You’re talented, would you help me out in
this way?” Most people respond quite positively, there’s no magic to it, you just ask
and you quickly know. (Paul Monti, DP, Liceo San Giovanni)
Consistent with the findings in Chapter 5, the spirit of volunteerism is deeply rooted in the
Irish post-primary system, particularly in faith-based schools where school activities are
mediated by the Christian values of volunteering for the community. This analysis also
indicates that each school leader exercises agency by constructing his/her own model of
capacity building to adapt external forms to his/her school organisation’s own particular
context. In this way, school leaders give teachers more voice in the decision-making process
in schools. This is in line with the perspective of Spillane et al (2004) that leadership
distributed in this way offers a way of approaching the practical problems of school
leadership.

In spite of this agency, however, there were discernible tensions, as some of the interviewees
feared that the tenets of the Croke Park Agreement, which requires teachers to work a further
33 hours after school, would adversely affect volunteerism and the spirit of collegiality in
schools.
Will this destroy the fabric of our school? That’s what we’re afraid of. There are an
awful lot of extra-curricular activities in the school, and you can’t pay them. They
voluntarily put in a huge amount of time and effort, and now you’re going to add in 33
hours. (Paul Monti, DP, Liceo San Giovanni).
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While in activity-theoretical terms, these contradictions cause disturbances and conflicts,
there is an onus on the schools to produce “innovate attempts to change the activity”
(Engestrom, 2008:206).

Capacity Building
What is evident from the research data gathered from the interviewees in this study, and a
point of convergence, is that any definition of the educational leadership role of the principal
focuses on capacity building, as a means of building social capital and fostering both
individual and shared leadership practice.
I see my role as assisting my colleagues in developing their own professionalism as
teachers and in making them better teachers. (Paul Monti, DP, Liceo San Giovanni).
An essential component of school leadership practice, in moving the school organisations
forward, is that of the lateral distribution of leadership by enabling and supporting
collaborative school cultures, characterised by active participation.

Consistent with the findings in Chapter 5 of this thesis, however, is the key point that the
different school communities are at different stages of development.
I’m deputy principal at the moment, but when I was year head [in my previous
school], one of the things that I was empowered to do was that I could call a meeting
with parents. I didn’t have to have the principal there, I didn’t have to have the deputy
principal there. I would organise the discipline process for the students that were in
my year group. It was managed within that framework and didn’t have to be
monitored by the principal and deputy principal. It could be that a year head would
organise parent-teacher meetings from beginning to end. (Lauren Bianconi, DP, Liceo
Santa Maria).
While each school, as a community of practice, is going through its own phases of
development to influence organisational change, the future direction of each school
community is based on an emergent, participative view of leadership to achieve
organisational goals. To illustrate this point, I will unpack the perspective of Lauren
Bianconi, Deputy Principal, Liceo Santa Maria. Ms. Bianconi, a relatively new appointee to

244

the role, bases her expectations of leadership practice on past experiences as a Year Head
(Assistant Principal) in another school sector.

Ms. Bianconi has assumed the deputy principalship of her current school, where heretofore,
she suggests that more hierarchical systems of leadership pertained. She observes that “topdown” mandated, monitorial models of school leadership are not conducive to enabling
capacity building and teacher empowerment. She is endeavouring to slowly, and without
threat, re-frame the model of leadership practice, by building both the individual and
collective power of the staff, through “a sharing of the power, as opposed to being in control.”

Despite the different trajectories of leadership development, a point of convergence across the
three “communities of practice” is that a key element in the empowerment of teachers is the
motivational influence of confidence building.
When teachers feel more confident, they don’t need to come back to you. I would see
most members of staff now being willing to risk something, e.g. making a presentation
in front of staff. (Teresa, Principal, Liceo Santa Maria).

Task-specific confidence is a powerful motivator; empowerment, confidence building and
recognition should be practised throughout the organisation (Locke, 2003). While it is
recognised that capacity building varies across each of the school contexts, the essential
finding common to all the schools suggests that capacity building (i) enables the distribution
of leadership throughout the school organisations, and (ii) develops confidence in relations
between principal/deputy principal and teachers and vice versa. The data indicate that the
perceived two-pronged, dialogical approach is based on the principal/deputy principal having
belief and confidence in the ability of staff members to perform leadership roles, and in
teachers having the confidence to take on leadership roles. This capacity and confidence
building model is premised on a redistribution of power, with the school moving from
hierarchical control, to authority being more laterally dispersed within the teaching
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community (Harris and Muijs, 2005).

Team Building
The principals in this study place a great emphasis on the development of collaborative
cultures, which actively promote teamwork as a means of building social capital and
expertise, and moving schools forward as communities of practice. The sense of team is
developed and nurtured, so that significant numbers of people are involved, to include the key
stakeholders: teachers, students and parents. The following examples are indicative of this
distributed model.
The way the school operates is for the betterment of the whole school, and that all of
us work together as a team. That extends teacher to teacher, teacher to pupil, pupil to
pupil, and include the parents in that mix as well. (Gerard, Principal, Liceo del
Popolo).
People share their expertise with other staff members, so you can actually see the
benefits percolating throughout the staff, that’s the beauty of it, and I think staff look
to each other for additional expertise. (Teresa, Principal, Liceo Santa Maria).
There is a team ethos here. They [teachers] take ownership of what’s going on. For
example, I was a football coach, and if you don’t get people to buy into the team ethos
in sport....... good luck. I think there’s a team spirit, it’s very hard when you’re
immersed in it. . (Paul, DP, Lice San Giovanni).

There are a number of points to be made in respect of the above extracts. First, and consistent
with the finding from Chapter 5 of this thesis, although the schools are at different stages of
development, there is support for the view that the development of a team ethos enables the
enhancement of both the individual and the sharing of school leadership capacity. Following
Spillane (2009), this evidence is very useful in providing an understanding on how leadership
is stretched over the work of various school leaders.

Second, a fundamental discourse underpinning reporting by the WSE inspectors in chapter 5
is a recognition of the importance of stakeholder voice. There is also an explicit recognition
and acknowledgement in one of the case-study schools of the importance of giving voice to
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the key stakeholders involved in the education of students. The challenge for school leaders
in promoting distributed forms of school leadership is to foster learning environments where
students are given ownership of their learning in ways that are other than tokenistic. This is
particularly pertinent following the introduction of School Self-Evaluation Guidelines, which
advocate a “collaborative, inclusive reflective process of internal school review” (2012) is
being introduced to schools.

Third, in line with activity theory, understandings of team ethos are context-bound and are
derived from deeply rooted dispositions which inform practices within the school. Paul
Monti’s metaphor, which equates team leadership, membership and spirit with the nuances
and workings of a football team, is indicative of deeply held subjectivities and taken-forgranted assumptions about the way things are, how they work and how reality is constructed
(Harris, 2008:55). This prompts the need for a discussion in respect of this construct.

While membership of a football team conjures up images of active participation, cooperation,
commitment, flexibility, constructive communication, reliability, active listening and
problem-solving, it is also highly selective and competitive, in that only the most adept and
skilful players are chosen to play on the team. Implicit in the metaphor is the notion of
winning and losing. The team is simultaneously inclusive and exclusive, there are moments
of empowerment and moments of agency being denied. The use of a team sport metaphor
also evokes a particular conceptualisation of a male student’s identity as being located in a
space where success is measured in terms of one’s prowess at sport. The metaphor further
evokes questions regarding how the identity of a non-sports playing student is constructed in
that context. This analysis, while enriching our thinking about conceptualisations of
leadership as they pertain to collaboration, as part of a team, also calls for the promotion of
dialogue and reflection by educational leaders to ensure that schools are truly inclusive
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environments and that “inclusion” is not merely rhetoric. It is not always the case that the
team will be effective (Locke, 2003) or benign. There can also be a negative side to
enactments, as illustrated by the following example:
I do think there is a team spirit here. It’s easy to nurture when there’s, let’s say, a
reason for nurturing it. It’s difficult when you’re trying to re-direct negative energy
flows. (Mark Tozzi, P., Liceo San Giovanni).
The challenge for principals, as school leaders, is to mediate these conflicting dynamics. The
implementation of a distributed leadership model based on satisfactory team formation will
become more pertinent as the new Framework for Junior Cycle, which in itself constitutes a
paradigm shift, will be introduced on a phased basis from 2014/2015.

Community Building
Engaging communities in the design of their practice as a place of learning is an essential
dimension of community building. The above discussion points to the importance of teachers
being enabled to engage collaboratively, while working within the parameters of the current
system. To extend the debate, I’ve selected the following quotation as the most
comprehensive description of a distributed leadership frame, proposed by an interviewee.
Leadership could be a year head in charge of the year group working with students, or
it could be the year head working with teachers who are class teachers within that
group, or it could be the year head working with the actual subject teachers. That
person could be the year head in one situation, and could be a person who was under
the leadership of someone else in a different situation. I actually regard it as a matrix
type of situation and that’s the way it should be. Within a school, you belong to
different groups, and the role within the group is decided in a lot of cases by the
group, as it evolves. People also need to get the power to follow through on the role
and to take responsibility for decisions. (Lauren, DP, Liceo Santa Maria).
The empirical evidence from the above extract cogently makes a case for a distributed model
and provides valuable insights into how leadership responsibilities are distributed in Irish
post-primary schools. Leaders are appointed as a function of the responsibility and there are
opportunities for teachers to be leaders and followers at the same time. This aligns neatly
with Gronn’s (2002) conceptualisation of holistic leadership distribution and Spillane’s
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(2006) “collaborated distribution” perspective, whereby the interdependent actions across
multiple sources of leadership influence the accomplishment of shared organizational goals.
While one of the salient points being proposed is that power and influence can reside with any
member of the school organization, implicit in the discourse of the narrative, however, by the
foregrounding of the modal verb need is an assertion of the denial of agency to all members
of the organisation.

Networks
“The education systems of the future will undoubtedly be formed through emergent
partnerships and networks of schools” (Harris, 2008: 63). This point is worthy of discussion,
as the principal of one of the three schools brought it to the table for discussion.
We’re a Catholic school, and we should develop our own Religion curriculum. We
had a meeting of the principals and deputy principals of the X trust schools and it’s
being floated there. The religion teachers in the various schools will sit down, and
take, maybe pieces of the state curriculum and add in pieces themselves. (Mark Tozzi,
P., Liceo San Giovanni).
A number of points may be made in respect of the above quotation. (1) While it
articulates a voice of contestation regarding the state’s intervention in the religious affairs of
schools which are deeply embedded in a Catholic tradition (this, however, is for another
debate), for the purposes of the current discussion, it draws attention to the power of
networking for schools as “communities of practice”. (2) Arising from the discussion, the
point may be made that, in these times of austerity, there is unprecedented pressure on
principals to provide resources. For that reason, the argument may be made for the sharing
and distribution of expertise and resources across schools, in a local area, and thus to build
community networks, on a formal basis. This sharing of expertise and resources will become
more pertinent, when the new Framework for Junior Cycle will be introduced. (3) This
configuration will require a paradigm shift in thinking in Irish post-primary schools, as
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schools have traditionally operated a “go-it-alone” system, fuelled to a large extent by a
performativity and competitive culture. Hargreaves (2003), however, suggests that enormous
potential benefits accrue to schools as the communities of practice are enlarged and the
sharing of ideas increases.
Subject Department Coordinators
Any discussion on distributed leadership needs to take account of the agency, roles and
responsibilities of subject department coordinators.
I would ask for volunteers for some duties, it might be something like subject
department coordinators. (Teresa Domenica, Principal, Liceo Santa Maria).
It’s voluntary, it stays with you and that’s the way it has gone on and on and on.
You’re in it, you’re there and people don’t seem to have a problem with that. They
sort of see it as a feather in their caps. (Paul Monti, DP, Liceo San Giovanni).
We have subject departments, heads are appointed on a rotational basis. It has to be
bottom-up, we give them [subject departments] the data and ask them to work on it,
they’re the professionals. (Gerard Ricardo, P., Liceo del Popolo).

Congruent with the evidence emanating from Chapter 5, practices vary across the case-study
schools and there is no typical format in relation to how subject department coordinators are
appointed. Some posts are voluntary and rotate, while others are held either by a senior
teacher or post-holder. The empirical evidence from the case-study schools indicates that the
mechanisms by which subject department coordinators are appointed and the levels of agency
and influence distributed to them is dependent on the stage of development of the individual
school organisation.
The model expounded by Paul Monti above, whereby the role of subject department
coordinator is a voluntary one and remains with the incumbent for as long as s/he wants
indicates that this frame of instructional leadership practice is a fixed phenomenon. Key
questions need to be asked regarding who has agency and where the nexus of decisionmaking is located. From an Activity-Theoretical perspective, it prompts one to explore
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the principle of historicity with intersecting developmental layers (Engestrom, 2008). These
intersecting layers include traditional mores and fixed routines and practices with emergent
new layers including centrally mandated requirements for target-setting, school self
evaluation and assessment for learning.
Gerard Ricardo’s model of teacher leadership is congruent with that advocated in WSE
reports, as outlined in Chapter 5 of this thesis. It is premised on the view that the moral
purpose of instructional leadership is the achievement of school improvement by optimising
teaching and learning. He identifies teacher leadership as a key factor in this process. This
form of constructivist leadership approach is based on enquiry and reflection, where
leadership is primarily about constructing meaning and learning together (Harris and Muijs,
2005). By adopting a rotational department heads system, there is a platform for all teachers
to enact leadership and decision-making powers, and thereby a distribution of agency
ensuring that school leaders have a significant impact on student outcomes.

The challenge for school principals is to re-frame patterns of leadership practice and to create
the space for increased leadership opportunities for teachers. To align with models of best
practice, as elucidated in Chapter 5, the challenge is to rotate the role of subject coordinator
among the team of subject teachers, in order to build capacity, promote the development of
subject-specific expertise and distribute leadership practice. Prior research shows that giving
teachers opportunities to lead has a positive effect on the quality of relationships and teaching
within schools (Harris and Muijs, 2005).

6.5 Instructional Leadership
An analysis on instructional leadership practice in the case-study schools is essential if we are
to gain an in-depth insight into the core work of the school organisations. I seek to illuminate
how school leadership practice in the schools connects with its object, i.e. the core of
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schooling – teaching and learning (Spillane, 2006), and how this construct of instructional
leadership converges with conceptualisations of distributed leadership practice (Spillane,
2006; Gronn, 2002), by examining how leadership for learning is distributed in the schools.

The argument will be made that effective school leadership today must meaningfully balance
and combine administrative and managerial duties and responsibilities with educational vision
and the building of professional learning communities with the quality of teaching and
learning being the main priority in realising that vision. The key question to be addressed here
is how instructional leadership practices are distributed in the case-study schools. The
research findings indicate that, while leadership practices are configured differently in
schools, determined by the school histories and contexts, a number of characteristics are
shared by all the case-study schools in the enactment of distributed leadership practice, to
enable the construction of a framework. Many instruments are utilised in the construction of
this framework.
Staff Meetings
Staff meetings constitute a key institutional routine which encourages a culture of cooperation
and facilitates the distribution of instructional leadership practice.
We have to start thinking about methodology much more as teachers. It has now
come to the point where two out of every three [staff] meetings are about learning in
the classroom. Anybody who comes in to present to us must provide a kind of
stimulus or a package or an area for teachers to work on. We’re trying to work
individual departments and individual teachers within the school to cooperate with
each other. (Gerard Ricardo, Principal, Liceo San Giovanni). (italicised by me)
Very often at staff meetings we have teacher input. I would very often chair the
business part of the meeting. Then, if there’s input, I’d just hand over to members of
staff at that stage, depending on what the topic is. We then go off in to various subject
groupings and we work on some of those ideas ............ to try and percolate the ideas.
(Teresa, P, Liceo Santa Maria) (italicised by me).

The above quotations are typical of the feedback from principals and indicate that there is a
keen awareness of the need for dialogue concerning practice. As the empirical evidence from
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the above extract indicates, there is an intentionality in the imperative for organisational
members to collectively reflect on teaching methodologies and innovations. This enables
new forms of “collaborated distribution” (Spillane, 2006:60) to be enacted, as the school
community plans for transformational learning and teaching practices. The strategically
developed “leader – plus approach” (Spillane, 2006: 6) is premised on individual teachers and
members of subject departments engaging in meaningful professional dialogue. Implicit in
the proposal for this collaborative model is the notion that teachers assume the responsibility
of devising methodologies to transform organizational learning and planning for the future
direction of the school. From an Activity-Theoretical perspective, these objects and motives
give directionality, purpose and meaning to the collective activity (Engestrom, 2008).

Consistent with the activity-theoretical principle mediation by tools and signs (Engestrom,
2008:213), a discussion is prompted on the nature of the mediating artefacts utilised in staff
meeting activity, to give voice to the how of leadership activity in schools. The emerging
evidence indicates that different artefacts are utilised, depending on the school context,
thereby enabling a flatter leadership structure. Quotation 1 provides an example of the
expertise of outside facilitators being used to promote organizational learning and aid in the
distribution of agency and influence to staff members. Quotation 2 gives voice to internal
expertise being utilised as a leadership routine, to realise the same objectives.

In the second configuration of leadership practice, the knowledge and expertise of individual
staff members is used to enable learning for all members of the school teaching team and to
focus on methods to enhance student learning, thereby resulting in the distribution of power
and influence. In the above example, leadership is distributed for the duration of a particular
task, at the completion of which the influence is discontinued. This aligns closely with
Leithwood’s (2009) “planful alignment” form of distributed leadership, whereby the nature of
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the task to be carried out has been given careful, planful thought by the principal (in the above
example), who has assigned the task.

Team-Teaching
The concept of team teaching, which is not typical in the context of the emerging evidence in
this thesis, is worthy of discussion. Team-teaching is a key instrument in the construction of a
vision for distributed instructional leadership practice in one of the case-study schools.
We’re at the point now where our team teaching is one lead teacher and one support
teacher. We’re hoping to get to the point where we’ll have a mixture of three different
styles, one lead, one support, two leads interchangeable maybe over a different
module that they’re doing. I would see that as being a very nice model. I suppose the
other model that we’ve looked at, as well, we’ve tested this a little bit, is a mixture of
these two. Maybe one teacher will take the lead, but the other teacher will come in at
times to do small parts of modules, just to give a little break. (Gerard Ricardo, P.,
Liceo del Popolo).

From a distributed leadership perspective, the framing of this new organisational routine, the
object of which is to lead to improvement in teaching and learning, involves a teacher
leadership function in which two or more leaders co-perform the routine (Gronn, 2002;
Spillane, 2006). Principal Ricardo, explains that team teaching was recently introduced as
part of the resource teaching programme and he asserts that the team-teaching initiative is a
more pedagogically sound practice, as it promotes inclusive learning and is a valuable
intervention for students with additional needs. His analysis gives an important insight into
the emergent configuration of a new dyadic form of leadership practice which is based on
strong collaborative relationships, with teachers co-leading instruction in the classroom.
Principal Ricardo contends that this model has significant impacts. First, the target student
gets help during the lesson. Second, there are higher student concentration levels as one
teacher moves around the classroom and this completely changes the dynamic in the
classroom.
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Mr. Ricardo points out, however, that one has to be mindful of staff politics. There has been
mixed reaction by teachers to this model of practice, some teachers welcome it, while others
are more hesitant. He is also cognisant of the fact that, traditionally in Ireland as discussed in
earlier chapters, the teacher has had virtual autonomy in his/her classroom and team-teaching
was very much under-utilised as a means to support inclusive student learning. He points out
that, because the school is new and because a sizeable number of teachers have not had
permanent long-term experience in other schools, it has been easier to engage with this model
of instructional leadership practice.
I suppose they have been absorbed into a culture that was already quite new and fresh.
We create a culture where you try things. We’ve created a culture where it wouldn’t
be seen as professionally progressive in this school to be resistant to that. The secret,
though, is trying to keep it that way.

This team-teaching initiative re-positions how teachers engage with one another and is based
on a model of practice which encourages team learning when teams share their experience,
insights and knowledge with each other about how to improve practice (O’Donoghue and
Clarke, 2010; Senge, 1990). This leader-plus component of distributed leadership practice
also serves to link leadership practice much more closely with holistic organisational learning.
From a normative standpoint, particularly as there are significant differences between schools,
this prompts discussion on the future direction of professional practices and the identities of
teachers in Irish post-primary schools.

From an instructional leadership perspective, it

presents challenges to principals, teachers and whole-school communities to reflect on how
effectively students are learning and on models of practice that are being put in place to
enable school improvement.

As a point of divergence Mark Tozzi, Principal, Liceo San Giovanni, in referring to teamteaching opines:
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I think it’s a lovely idea, but I haven’t actually put it into the classroom. I wish the
Department would give an allocation.
This calls for a commitment on the part of the Department of Education and Skills to provide
training, supports and resources to schools to introduce and develop models of team-teaching
relevant to each school context. The argument may also be made that, moving forward, teamteaching may have a significance beyond special education needs and would have a relevance
for other curricular initiatives, for example the new Junior Cycle Programme.

Analysis of Examination Results
The analysis of Junior Certificate and Leaving Certificate examination results serves as a key
routine linking leadership with teaching and learning, by providing the opportunity for
members of subject departments to engage collaboratively, with the target of improving the
quality of teaching and learning, as part of a professional learning community. The
procedures and designs utilised to disseminate and analyse the results vary across the casestudy schools and are influenced by school cultures and traditions. Procedures vary from
contexts where there is little analysis to those where comparisons with national norms are
used as diagnostic tools, the object of which is to improve teaching and learning.
We do a full calculation of all our Leaving Cert. and Junior Cert. results, the
percentage of people getting As, Bs and Cs in each subject. We then compare them to
national norms and we compare them with the previous year. People are given one
short-term target to work on, for example it might be Question 1, Paper II. (Gerard
Ricardo, P., Liceo del Popolo).
The above approach to lateral instructional leadership practice aligns closely with the findings
in Chapter 5, indicating that teaching and learning are mediated by the new public
management discourse of performativity. This illustrates a focus on performance indicators
which, as part of the emergent “audit culture”, measures relationships between inputs
(teaching and learning) and outputs (examination results and national comparisons). While
across the case-study schools, principals and deputy principals harbour high expectations for
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their students, in terms of performance in examinations, a counter-narrative to the
performativity perspective is also presented.
We have to check is real learning taking place. Am I just teaching in order for them to
pass an exam or am I teaching so that they actually love the subject and know what
it’s about and have a wide level of understanding that they can apply it in life, no
matter what problem comes up? We should actually be teaching them so they can
solve problems in life. They should be mature, confident people by the time they
leave school. (Lauren Bianconi, DP., Liceo Santa Maria).

To prompt further debate on this issue, a key question which needs to be addressed is,
whether education is to be valued as an end in itself or is to be valued only in functional
terms. The challenge for school leadership is to mediate these two positions in order to
furnish young people with the skills that will enable them to fully participate in democratic
society. It is critical that there is central investment to adequately support principals in this
endeavour.

Reflective Practice
A point of congruence across all the case-study schools indicates that the principals and
deputy principals are deeply committed to reflective practice and the creation of holistic
professional learning communities.
As soon as First Years come in, we need to help them to structure and organise so that
they know how to learn. It’s about creating a vision of a future that involves their own
learning. (Gerard Ricardo, P., Liceo del Popolo)
Mr. Ricardo expresses concern that, because of the huge pressure on students to get points at
Leaving Certificate, learning is still very teacher-directed. He speaks of the need for teachers
to engage in reflective practice. He critiques the nature of teacher in-service training as being:
.......... too content based. When there is a new syllabus, initially, it tends to be “this is
the material you need to cover.” This word cover, think of even the language we use.
It’s not “you need to absorb this, you need to have a sense of this”, it’s cover it.
His analysis is pertinent as it suggests that the public discourse on curricular content is
outputs-driven and his assertion that it is necessary to start thinking about methodology much
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more offers valuable insights into how methodologies to achieve Deep Learning (Hargreaves,
2006) can take place. The critical stance outlined in the discussion with the above named
principal aligns with that of the theorists who argue that the major focus of reflection should
be a socially critical one, concerned with how resistance should be shown to the tendency on
the part of policy-makers to take control of classroom content (O’Donoghue and Clarke,
2010).

The challenge for principals is to provide opportunities for teachers to refract deeply
embedded subjectivities about what constitutes knowledge and learning and, in this way to
engage and empower teachers to build professional learning communities.
My whole interest in teaching and learning is that we actually all become selfmotivated ourselves, whether we’re teachers or children. Children should be taught to
be inquisitive and be encouraged to learn themselves, be empowered themselves and
actually mould themselves. (Lauren Bianconi, DP, Liceo Santa Maria).
The rhetoric in the above extract is a powerful argument for a distributed model of reflective
practice to enable depth rather than breadth of learning. It also calls for teachers and students
to engage in the co-construction of knowledge. In this model, learning is to be viewed
holistically, and in a culture of holistic organizational learning, teacher learning and
improvement of practice is an essential ingredient. A key challenge for principals is to
provide opportunities for teachers to become reflective practitioners and to provide
meaningful professional development in order to enable powerful professional learning. The
extent, however, to which opportunities for reflective practice are available depend very much
on the leadership and learning culture of the school, as well as broader policy contexts
(Harris and Muijs, 2005: 59). The transaction of this Deep Learning also necessitates time,
commitment and resources. The proposed new Junior Cycle curriculum, which advocates
depth of learning may provide opportunities for the enactment of this practice.

The recommendations made in the WSE reports in Chapter 5 propose that the creation of such
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a culture of learning also calls for continuous professional development for principals and a
space for them to be self-reflective and self-evaluating. The WSE evaluators recommend that
the LDS construct of leadership is what is required by school leadership teams. To link and
make connections with WSE recommendations I, thereby, sought (i) to ascertain if principals
and deputy principals attended professional development courses or leadership training
programmes prior to, on assumption of and/or having being appointed to their positions and,
(ii) the perceived efficacy of these programmes.
I did the LDS Programme. I would say it was the best education programme I ever
did. It focused on being a reflective practitioner, it helped you to approach any
situation in school from a holistic perspective. (Teresa Domenica, P., Liceo Santa
Maria).

There was no congruence in the responses, however, as some of the incumbents indicated that
they had “learnt on the job”, while others, as indicated in the above quotation, had attended
Leadership Development for Schools (LDS) Programmes.

The introduction of recent educational initiatives and radical curricular reforms, as discussed
earlier in the chapter, has impacted greatly on the instructional leadership role of the principal
and the school community. In the discussions and debate on these changes, the argument may
be made that, not enough attention has been given to the continual professional development
of principals of and deputy principals. For this reason, it is crucial that there is time for
principals’ reflection, with a focus and re-think on the nature of school leadership, learning
and instruction.

Linking Instructional Leadership to School Ethos
As discussed in Chapter 5 and earlier in this thesis, leadership practice in schools is mediated
by alignment with a school’s ethos and value system. This aspect of practice was explored in
depth with the protagonists.
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We work on behalf of everybody, in search of that great word “excellence”. We
pursue excellence, but the core of what we’re trying to do is to make fine young men
out of the young boys that come in and, I think we generally do, irrespective of the
results, we do a good job. (Paul Monti, DP, Liceo San Giovanni).
The above comment was typical across all the case-study schools, and aligns with holistic
values and supportive school cultures. Informing this common theme is an emphasis on
inclusive education, with care for the student being at the centre of the process. This is
realised through building and strengthening support systems for students, by the provision of
safe learning environments and reinforcing positivity. It is achieved by cooperative rather
than competitive engagement, and “it is stretched over” the practices and interactions of the
key stakeholders in the education process.
The overall target is that the students in your care should be doing well in their
subjects and in their personal development. You see the overall person and you guide
the student in a positive direction. That comes from the top-down, as well as from the
bottom-up. The teachers are interested, the parents are interested, and mainly the
principal is interested and pushes that. (Lauren Bianconi, DP, Liceo Santa Maria).
The research data, thus, offer empirical insights into how models of instructional leadership
practice are being implemented in the case-study schools. Explicit in the above narratives, is
the notion that, while the principal is identified as the primary instructional and influential
leader in the school, instructional school leadership is a process of mutual influence and
partnerships. Other stakeholders are identified as key partners in the construction of
influential relationships that are tied to the core work of the school organisation. The
principals and deputy principals construct teachers, parents and students as influential partners
in the enactment of the educational vision for the school. Implicit in the discussion is the
view that the construction and promotion of that instructional vision involves “a leader-plus”
perspective consisting of multiple partners working collaboratively and sharing their
expertise.
This commitment to communicating the school’s goals and vision aligns closely with the
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evidence presented in the previous chapter and also with that of OECD Teaching and
Learning International Study (TALIS, 2009). The evidence from the TALIS report, in
describing the leadership and management styles of school principals, indicates that in
framing and communicating the school’s goals and vision, the mean scores for Ireland are
significantly higher than the TALIS average for comparison countries.
The current climate has had a huge impact on the school, especially when resources
are not being made available. We try to monitor all the students as they go along, but
they could slip through the net, because no-one is given the time to check out on it,
and there’s no sort of looking at the overall. (Lauren Bianconi, DP, Liceo Santa
Maria).
In any analysis on the instructional leadership role of the principal and deputy principal,
however, account also has to be taken of the constraints which impede its enactment. In
Ireland, principals indicate a stronger engagement in administrative leadership rather than in
instructional leadership and, in this regard, score significantly below the TALIS average for
comparison countries (TALIS, 2009). This issue has to be addressed by central government.

How Principals enact their Instructional Leadership Roles
The principal’s instructional leadership role focuses on coordinating instruction and
curriculum and requires the principal to be “hip deep” and deeply engaged in stimulating,
supervising and monitoring teaching and learning in the school (Hallinger, 2005). In an
endeavour to drill deeper and ascertain the how of instructional leadership practice, the key
dimensions of the principals’ instructional leadership roles were discussed in the interviews.
In respect of this discussion there are four pertinent findings.
Shared practice. The findings indicate that, in all contexts, principals are deeply committed to
the pursuit of excellence and to providing a positive and supportive environment for teaching
and learning.
We [principal and deputy principal] create an atmosphere where we get the best out of
our working colleagues and the best out of the students in the school. We are
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facilitators, we have to set standards and we have to set goals, but they’re shared ones,
where we sit down and we pull people along. (Paul Monti, DP, Liceo San Giovanni).
The leader doesn’t have to do all the work, it’s shared as part of a team. Basically, I
would regard it as making sure that people are involved in the decision-making and
they’re empowered to actually do the work. I would see it as a sharing of power as
opposed to being in control, because each person has his/her own levels of experience
and expertise. (Lauren Bianconi, DP, Liceo San Giovanni).
There is a recognition that, while the principal as príomhoide and leader of learning in the
school sets the standard and influences the learning environment, both directly and indirectly,
the practice is a shared one, involving many agents. There is a broad acknowledgement of the
professionalism and expertise of teachers and an assertion that the solo leader cannot lead
on his/her own. This proposes a view of the school community, as a community of practice,
where relationships are dynamic and where power, influence and leadership are distributed to
teachers who are directly involved with teaching and student learning in the classroom.

Teacher learning and professional development. Congruent with the findings in the previous
chapter, opportunities for continuous professional development and on-going teacher learning
are in operation at many levels and seen as a priority in all the case-study schools. The
following comment is typical of those expressed in all the schools.
A great teacher must be learning all his life, I think that is an absolute. When a
teacher stops learning, he goes in to some kind of apathy, I suppose the spark is gone
out of it then. Very important is the encouragement and the placing before them of
what is possible to do. In some cases, a personal approach, such as “I think you’d
thrive on doing this course, and, you seem to me to have abilities in this area, and this
course might suit you.” (Mark Tozzi, P., Liceo San Giovanni).

Teachers are facilitated to attend courses organised and convened by their subject associations
and also those provided by the Department of Education and Skills. This engagement by
teachers in professional development courses enhances their teaching methods and enables
them to keep abreast of curricular changes and developments. The statement indicates that
principals perceive the role of the instructional leader as being one where teachers are
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affirmed and encouraged to engage in life-long learning. Implicit in the discourse of the
statement is the notion that student learning is enhanced by a great teacher engaging in ongoing professional development, and in this way, authentic school improvement is achieved.
This type of pro-active leadership style is framed within the very supportive culture, already
discussed earlier in this section.
I can assist my colleagues in developing their own professionalism and making them a
better teacher. (Paul Monti, DP, Liceo San Giovanni).
This aligns closely with the viewpoint from the literature, that in maximising teacher
leadership and teacher learning and by placing teachers at the centre of change and
development, there is greater opportunity for organizational growth (Harris and Muijs, 2005).

Sharing expertise. Teacher leadership and teacher learning are further enhanced and enabled
by organisational routines which focus on interactions among teachers, the object of which is
to share leadership and expertise.
We’re working at a culture of sharing with the subject departments. We would ask
people who corrected state exams to talk to other people during the review of results.
So, we’re working towards that. (Gerard Ricardo, P., Liceo del Popolo)
Teachers talk to each other in relation to giving information and resources. It’s all
communication, it can be structured and it can be with anyone. (Lauren Bianconi, DP,
Liceo Santa Maria).
The clear intentionality in these leadership practices, both formal and informal, is to lead to
improvement in classroom practice and, thereby, lead to improvement in student learning.
The empirical evidence implies that leadership is conceptualised as a collective phenomenon,
and in line with Activity Theory (Engestrom, 2010), there is an intentionality to distribute
agency and to unleash the collective capacity of teachers, by encouraging the sharing of
expertise and bringing the construction of knowledge outside the individual classroom. It is
clear from the second statement that, the unleashing of this type of distributed agency has an
emergent quality. It is intended that by sharing expertise, teachers will both learn from each
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other and support each other. Both statements imply interdependencies and co-performance
of leadership routines and indicate how teachers share responsibility and how leadership
practice is distributed among formal and informal leaders (Spillane, 2006; Harris and Muijs,
2005).

Principals involvement in classroom teaching and learning. The findings in the previous
chapter indicate that there is no evidence in the WSE reports to illustrate if the principals and
deputy principals engage with students in their learning, with teachers on their teaching
methodologies or if they monitor teaching and learning in classrooms. By silence and
omission, there is, consequently, a “blank spot” in our understanding of this key dimension of
instructional leadership practice. Following on this and, in an endeavour to fill the “blank
spot”, these key issues were addressed in the interviews with the case-study principals. The
literature (Elmore, 2005; Hallinger, 2005; Lunenburg 2010) argues that the focus in any
learning community is the learning – are the students learning? One of the criteria used to
evaluate how students are learning is for the principal, teachers and students to have a
collaborative dialogue and engagement around the issue and, thus, to eliminate teacher
isolation and open the heretofore impenetrable classroom door.
The following three elucidations indicate three diverse modes of practice and belonging.
I would do it with teachers new to the school, with new or substitute teachers, yes, but
not with established teachers. I would not formally assess. I would pop in and out of
classes all the time, for example, with a message. (Teresa Domenica, P., Liceo Santa
Maria).
Never, I’m not in favour of the practice. There is an overall pulse of the school, if you
go in monitoring, you change that. That would be moving to a surveillance model and
that comes with a price. Leave surveillance to the inspectorate. I’m always in and out
of classes with messages, you’d soon know what’s going on. (Mark Tozzi, P., Liceo
San Giovanni).
I would go in and find out how students are getting on. For example, if I’m taking a
free class, I’ll be checking journals, I could be looking at copies. That’s to do two
things, one for me, it’s supporting kids who are working hard. Secondly, it’s also
supporting teachers who are working hard. It’s also saying to others, there is a
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standard, it’s expected, you’re not an independent republic. (Gerard Ricardo, P.,
Liceo del Popolo).

While the evidence indicates that there is no consistency in practice across the schools, the
indication is, that in line with the TALIS (2009) findings on Direct Supervision of Instruction
in the Schools, collaborative dialogue with teachers on the learning taking place in their
respective classes, does not form a significant part of the culture and practice of Irish postprimary schools.
As evidenced in the above statements, an integral component of the principals’ instructional
leadership practice in the case-study schools is visiting classrooms on a regular basis. These
quick and short “classroom walkthroughs” (Kachur et al, 2010:xv) represent an important tool
utilised by principals to informally observe classroom practice and student learning and to
form an impression on what is taking place in the classrooms. While the principals’
statements indicate that these routines are designed to observe teaching and learning, there is
no explicit acknowledgement that this is the function of the routines as feedback is not
provided. An important dimension not included in the routine is a shared and collaborative
dialogue with the teacher(s) on the learning that is taking place in the classroom.

While the argument is cogently made (Gladwell, 2005) that instantaneous impressions can
have efficacy, the key question needs to be posed, can principals assess the quality of learning
and teaching in a short observation? The argument may be made that such short visits are
flawed for two reasons. First, if principals are not equipped with an observation protocol and
a clear understanding of the purposes of classroom visits, their observations can be
ineffective (Pitler and Goodwin, 2009). Second, if teachers and students are not engaged in
the conversation, they are denied agency and are not permitted to be active members of the
learning process. The above analysis suggests that this aspect of leadership merits urgent
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discussion in the national educational landscape. Because it presents a significant challenge
to our schools, it may well be the new kid on the block as we move forward. The comment by
Principal Tozzi, leave surveillance to the inspectorate, also merits attention. Further to the
discussion in Chapter 5, it prompts the need for discussion on the role of the inspectorate in
respect of where school leadership will be located in the future.

6.6 Conclusion
In addressing the primary research question, how is leadership defined, understood and
enacted in Irish post-primary schools?, this chapter has explored the how of practice from the
perspectives of principals and deputy principals. The evidence emanating from this analysis
indicates that the role of the principal is becoming increasingly more challenging, as
principals endeavour to navigate and mediate the increasingly fluid and blurred roles between
the concept of leadership, management and administration. Consistent with the literature
(Spillane, 2006; Grubb and Flessa; 2006, Spillane et al, 2009), the analysis supports the view
that the work of leading and managing schools is “a job too big for one person” and is
stretched over multiple actors in both formal and informal positions. It became apparent,
however, when drilling deeper to gain greater clarity on the concept, that while there is an
acknowledgement and recognition among the protagonists that a collaborative, shared
approach is a central component in the negotiation of meaning, the concept is struggling to
find its true identity in Irish post-primary schools. There are a number of points to be made in
respect of this debate. The evidence indicates that schools may be at different stages of
development and there are variations between schools in the extent and nature of leadership
distribution. From an activity-theoretical perspective, different teams and, by extension,
different school communities have different activity structures and objects and, thereby,
different potentials, “depending on the historical type of production within which they are
implemented” (Engestrom, 2008: 190). The different practices and potentials provide deeper
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understandings of the leadership distribution narrative.

There are two overarching dimensions that are central in influencing any construct of
leadership: (i) the very particular Irish socio-historical legacy and school characteristic spirit
which shape the internal lebenswelt and (ii) external reform and prescriptive policy agendas,
with attendant accountability regimens, which locate power in the state. In this context, the
depletion of the middle management structure due to the embargo on promotional posts
exercises a significant influence on leadership practice. These two modes of belonging result
in intrinsic tensions. Consistent with Wenger’s (2008) perspective, the evidence indicates that
the challenges of mediating these tensions and “finding ways of being in the world that can
encompass multiple, conflicting perspectives” is one of “the most critical aspects of education
for the kind of world we live in” (Wenger, 2008:275).

The foregoing raises questions of power and influence. What is evident from the interviews is
that, as principals navigate these new realities, issues of power and influence come to the fore
in terms of how actions, transactions and “patterns of activity” shape distribution of
leadership. Cross-case analysis indicates that there are variations in practice. In some
contexts, hierarchical structures pertain, whereby, power and influence are invested in the
principal. In other communities of practice, there is a recognition that power and influence
can reside with any member of the school organisation. In coming full circle, focusing on the
core work of schooling, i.e. teaching and learning and negotiating the way forward “calls for
a new vision that extends to teacher and school leaders” (Sugrue, 2005: 177).
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Chapter 7 The How of Leadership Practice from Teachers’ Perspectives

7.0 Introduction
Chapter 6 presented, explored and analysed the leadership practices of the principals and
deputy principals in the case-study schools. It showed the extent to which they view
leadership as distributed as opposed to being vested entirely in themselves, in view of their
designated roles. The chapter also analysed the how of leadership practice and the key factors
underpinning that practice from the perspectives of the incumbents. The key findings
emanating from that empirical evidence are as follows:
-

The job of leading and managing the school is “a job too big for one person.”

-

Leadership has a multi-faceted character, the key dimensions of which
include transactional, transformational, strategic, instructional and moral
components.

-

In understanding leadership practice, the emotional identities of educational
leaders need to be fore-grounded.

-

Schools are at different stages of development, thus, they have different
activity structures, objects and potentials.

-

The concept of a collaborative, shared approach is in a state of flux and is
struggling to find its true identity, thereby, leadership enactment is not a
uniform phenomenon.

-

Underpinning any enactment of leadership practice is the core value system
and ethos of the school.

-

The how of leadership practice focuses on a lateral distribution of agency.
Distributed leadership is enacted in the post of responsibility structure, subject
department coordinators, subject teachers sharing expertise etcetera.
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-

Volunteerism is a key and vital element in the distribution of leadership
practice.

Principals identify a number of challenges which impact on their leadership practice.
-

Externally imposed challenges, including accountability regimes, a significant
reduction in resources and new curricular initiatives. Also debated is the
moratorium on promotional posts and resultant dismantling of the post of
responsibility and middle management structures.

-

Internal impacts, i.e. an administrative and managerial overload for
themselves, resulting in less time for leading learning and more time being
spent negotiating with teachers, requesting them to assume voluntary roles.

This chapter has a three-fold purpose: (i) to gain a deeper understanding of the how of
leadership practice from the perspectives of the teachers in the case-study schools; (ii) to
explore how their professional identities are conceptualised and constructed in the enactment
of that practice; (iii) to establish if participants perceive and, to what extent, that they have
opportunities to lead and collaboratively influence decision-making in the schools.

Section 7.1, in seeking to unpack the how of leadership practice, presents and analyses
teachers’ perceptions of the leadership practices and styles of their principals. Section 7.2
explores and makes visible the emergent conceptualisations and factors influencing the
development of teacher leadership, as identified by the incumbents.

Section 7.3 investigates and focuses on how teacher managerial leadership unfolds in the
schools. It analyses the various positional and non-positional roles, whereby teachers exercise
leadership and decision-making.

Section 7.4 illuminates the instructional leadership component and, how teachers, as
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practitioners, derive identity and empowerment through engaging in reflective enquiry. The
most salient dimensions emerging from the evidence include reflections on curriculum,
teaching methodologies, modes of assessment and the construction and development of
schools as professional learning communities.

Section 7.5 presents a conclusion to the chapter by summarising and debating a number of the
key issues emanating from the teachers’ rhetorics.
7.1 Teachers’ Perceptions of Principals’ Leadership
In seeking to unpack the how of leadership practice in the case-study schools, the research
seeks to investigate, first, how teachers perceive the leadership practices and styles of their
principals. The research also seeks to analyse the lenses through which teachers position the
roles of their principals, along with the factors and processes influencing decision-making
procedures in the schools. The following four quotes are illustrative of typical themes
emerging from the interviews with teachers in the 3 case-study schools. They are included
because, in activity-theoretical terms they provide a powerful lens for understanding and
interpreting how the “historical field of the transformation of work organisations needs to be
theorised” (Engestrom, 2008: 12). The vignettes include themes and modes of belonging
which: (i) construct hierarchy as a constraint; (ii) propose that principals lead from the front
and the back, thereby, implying that leadership and agency are becoming increasingly
distributed; (iii) fore-ground issues of identity and agency; (iv) recognise that leadership
practices are informed by school ethos and characteristic spirit.

I recently came back to the classroom after fourteen years, ten years would have been
spent with home-school liaison and four years on career break. It is now much more
structured, the organisation, the red-tape, the paper work, the legal implications and
the whole sense of accountability. I know we have to re-define ourselves, but when
you’re living an ethos and you have to stay close to your ethos, you’re not going to
change radically. I think sometimes a principal has to lead from the front and
sometimes they have to lead from the back. It must be very difficult trying to marry
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that with everybody. I suppose the leadership is in the middle of the circle. (Margaret
Garelli, Special Duties Teacher ( SDT), Liceo Santa Maria).
I think a good leader should share skills. I think it’s actually good to share out the
skills. You can’t be dependent on one person [principal], I think that makes for a
happier atmosphere. You know when there’s a hierarchical approach , one could say,
Oh sure, leave it to management. Management is a very loose term, I think
management is everybody really. (Anna Rossi, Assistant Principal (AP), Liceo del
Popolo)
It’s not possible for a principal or deputy principal or somebody in that position to
have lone leadership within the school, the organisations are too large. (Peter Bianchi,
SDT, Liceo del Popolo)
I see leadership throughout the school. I mean Teresa [P] and Lauren [DP] are the top
when it comes to authority, but there are a lot of other circles and networks going on.
(Amanda Lavorata, Fixed-Term Contract (FTC), Liceo Santa Maria.

In the above quotes, there is an explicit recognition of the increasingly complex and
challenging role of the school principal and of extrinsic variables in the guise of prescriptive,
externally-mandated demands for accountability and legal compliance. Implicitly, what
emerges from the narratives is that a principal’s identity is constructed by mediating external
variables with the internal life-world and history of the school community. Consistent with
the literature (Wenger, 1998) and with the findings in Chapters 5 and 6, in this argument,
identity cannot be defined outside a cultural practice as living and upholding the school’s
ethos shapes and defines leadership activities within the school.

The comment that the principal has to marry the different perspectives and experiences of all
members of the school community supports the finding in Chapter 6 of this thesis, that in
constructing the school’s “emotional map”, the principal focuses on fostering good relations
and regulating the emotional inter-subjectivities of all agents in the school. Implicit in this
assertion is the view that this process involves negotiation. From this perspective, negotiating
school identity and meaning involves both interpretation and action on the part of the school
principal, as school leader. In negotiating this meaning, there is a recognition that it is

271

incumbent on the principal to be sensitive and respectful to the diverse needs of the school
community and to bring together the multiple perspectives, interests and interpretations that
participation entails (Wenger, 1998)

A key point emanating from the above data is that, in the increasingly complex and
pressurised school environments of today, the notion of the heroic, solo leader at the apex of
the organisational structure no longer prevails. The dialogues indicate that there is
widespread support for a distributed model of leadership practice in the case-study schools.
While there is an implicit expectation that school principals create the environments to enable
the diffusion and distribution of leadership practice throughout the schools, the tone of the
discourses indicates that this is a reciprocal process, with teachers expressing satisfaction and
support for their principals in that endeavour.

The following comment, which is reflected in the conversations with a number of
participants, presents a conflicting perspective.
I see myself as a teacher, and I see then if you move into management, you’re no
longer really a teacher, you’re an administrator. (Elena Palagi, SDT, Liceo San
Giovanni).
In Ms. Palagi’s conceptualisation, teacher identity is constructed in the pedagogical process,
as teacher in the classroom. In her world-view, there is clear blue water between teaching and
leading. A number of points may be made in respect of this perspective.
(1) Elena Palagi’s observation that a principal is no longer a teacher, but an administrator,
raises the need for a discussion on how perceptions are formed. While leadership may be
exercised through the performance of administrative duties and responsibilities, the role of the
principal as príomhoide or instructional leader is not visible to this teacher. In an endeavour
to gain a deeper understanding of the divergence in perspectives, the argument may be made
that followers develop perceptions of leaders through “inferential processes”, which depend
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on the opportunity for followers to observe events and activities in which the leader is
involved and drawing conclusions about the contribution of the leader to those outcomes
(Leithwood and Jantzi, 1997).
(2) While participation in “communities of practice” is a social process, it is also a personal
experience. Thus, in terms of the duality of participation and reification, (i) on the one hand,
“we experience the world as we make it amenable to our practices” (Wenger, 2008:70); (ii) on
the other hand, “our sense of ourselves includes the objects with which we identify, because
they furnish our practices” (ibid). From this perspective, part of the reason may lie in the
fact that Ms. Palagi remains in her assigned base classroom for the duration of the school day
and does not visit the staffroom for morning break, as she negotiates the meaning of being a
female teacher in an all-boys’ school, thereby, declining the opportunity for interaction,
negotiation and shared experience. This issue will be analysed in greater depth later in this
chapter.

What is significant in an exploration of the above conflicting perspectives is that our
enterprises are as complex as we are and points to the fact that mutual engagement does not
require homogeneity or agreement in any simple sense (Wenger, 2008). To develop
Wenger’s point, what is required in schools, however, is that because members of school
organisations are interconnected due to participation in joint enterprises, they must find ways
of coordinating their respective aspirations as part of the process.

Transformational Leadership
Congruent with the findings from the interviews with the principals in the previous chapter,
from the perspectives of the teacher interviewees, principals’ leadership practice has a strong
transformational component. Teachers identified the importance of transformational models
of leadership practice as being significant in mediating complex situations. The
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conceptualisations of transformational leadership emanating from the discussions are as
follows:
I see leadership as both guiding and nurturing. I also see it as a role where you lead by
example. I see leadership actually as something you live by, that you show in your
everyday life and behaviour. The guidelines for leadership, certainly within this
school, I see them coming from the top. (Rosanna Altea, Liceo del Popolo).
I suppose it [leadership of principal] is a combination of a number of things. I would
say communication skills and people skills are of the utmost importance. I think a true
leader has to act in such a way that people see them doing such things and follow in
their footsteps. A leader needs to be highly visible and needs to mix with their staff.
(Peter Bianchi, Liceo del Popolo).
I’m very defensive about the principal, always. I’m always very careful that the
principal is not standing alone in the cold and everybody else down on the other end of
the pitch. I do think that if everybody does their bit, then the jigsaw fits. It’s
important that the principal knows the staff are behind her. Now that can only happen
if the principal behaves in a certain manner too. It’s a two-way thing. (Margaret
Garelli, Liceo Santa Maria).
I think the whole tone of the place is set by the principal, not so much the deputy
principal, at all, but the tone of the place is set by the principal. In my experience
here, I have seen things change under different principals, and it must be due to the
person of the principal. (Elena Palagi, Liceo San Giovanni).
For me now leadership would be the role that Mark Tozzi [P] and Paul Monti [DP] do
as the real leaders. (Joe Tardelli, Liceo San Giovanni).
The above quotations, in providing an important lens through which to analyse the nature of
leadership practice in the schools, indicate that there are diverse views on what constitutes
transformational leadership. The various perspectives range from constructing this element of
the leadership practice of the principal as setting the vision, enabling a mutually supportive
environment, using the tools of communication and collaboration and being visible. This
empirical evidence constructs practice in a participative, shared model informed by the core
values of the school. While it is acknowledged that the quotations are informed by the
respondents’ subjectivities, a commonality in all discourses is the positioning of the principal
as the visionary, transformational leader in the school, who leads by example. This symbolic
force of the principal’s leadership, whereby s/he communicates what s/he stands for provides
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meaning to the school and gives both teachers and students a sense of order and direction, to
which they respond with motivation and commitment (Sergiovanni, 2001).
Peter Bianchi’s construction of the principal as the “true leader” is an interesting rhetoric as it
points towards a practice that privileges the perspectives of those who define the
organisational procedures and implicitly “hides the knowledgeability of those who apply
them” (Wenger, 2008: 261). While the argument may be made that institutional authority is
an essential aspect of negotiability, it must also be borne in mind that an organisation which
functions in an adequately coordinated fashion, without excessive recourse to privileging
thrives on “intensive negotiation of meaning” (ibid). The challenge for transformational
leadership, thus, is to enable the school, as a learning community, to develop new
understandings and identities of participation.

7.2 Teacher Leadership
The working definition utilised in this research, as discussed in Chapter 2, is that teacher
leadership is a model of leadership in which teaching staff at various levels of the school
organisation have the opportunity to lead, to co-construct and refine meaning, leading to a
shared purpose or set of goals (Harris and Muijs, 2005). In the conversations with the
interviewees in the case-study schools, a number of activities, conceptualizations and factors
influencing the development of teacher leadership were identified by the incumbents. For
purposes of the current analysis, these factors provide a framework through which to make
visible teacher leadership practice in the case-study schools. Because each “community of
practice” has its own trajectory of development and shared sense of meaning and identity
(Wenger, 1998), teacher leadership practice is an emergent property. Emanating from the
dialogues, the following key constructs of practice may be extracted and made explicit.
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Class Teachers
A fundamental component of all of the schools’ structures of teacher leadership practice is the
Class Tutor system. This model of leadership is an essential element of the pastoral care
structures of schools and is recognised as supporting the Year Heads in their work. Each
class group is allocated a designated tutor to cater to the pastoral and developmental needs of
the students, outside of the realm of classroom instruction. As part of a layered approach:
If parents needed to meet to discuss their child, their first port of call would be the
subject teacher, if it’s a particular subject they’re worried about. If it’s the student’s
general welfare, then it would be the class teacher. If there is a really serious issue
that needs to be addressed, then it would be the class teacher in conjunction with the
year head. The process is very good. (Rosanna Altea, Liceo del Popolo).
Levels of engagement vary according to organisational routines and procedures. In two of the
case-study schools the brief also includes registering students at the beginning of the day,
monitoring attendance and punctuality and liaising with parents in respect of these issues.

In this practice, leadership is conceptualised as a shared, collaborative construct.
Appointment to the role varies according to individual school structures and in how meaning
and identity are constructed within the school. The evidence indicates that in some of the
case-study schools, the role is voluntary, while in others it is designated as part of a teacher’s
timetable. While the role of class teacher is shaped by the nuances and context of each school
organisation, as a “community of practice”, it is a phenomenon which is familiar to and
understood by all stakeholders in all post-primary schools in Ireland. A systematic trawl
through the dialogues with all participants indicates that deep connectedness with this model
is a key construct of teacher leadership practice.
Subject Teachers’ Leadership
When exploring respondents’ perceptions of the leadership role of the teacher in his/her
classroom, the following reflections are extracted because they are indicative of the two
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contrasting conceptualisations representative of the database.
I would say, outside of my post, you require leadership everyday in class. You’re the
person in the class facilitating the learning, driving the coursework that needs to be
done, so you’re most definitely the leader in your class. (Anita Baggio, SDT, Liceo
del Popolo).
I would say all teachers are leaders, but it’s maybe them recognising that they are.
(Margaret Garelli, AP, Liceo Santa Maria).
Leadership within the classroom, I haven’t ever thought of it in that context. I know
as a teacher you are leading the students in learning, directing them on what to learn,
on how to learn. (Davis Tomeo, no post, Liceo del Popolo).
Truthfully, I don’t think teachers think of leadership skills in themselves. I think that
if teachers realised the privileged position that they were in, that they would be far
more prudent and careful. You have such power within forty minutes to do good or
bad. (Elena Palagi, SDT, Liceo San Giovanni).
While the views expressed in quotations 1 and 2 above suggest that some teachers construct
their own identities as leaders of learning in the classroom, consistent with the literature
(Harris and Muijs, 2005), quotations 3 and 4 proffer the view that “teacher leadership” in the
classroom context is not a word some teachers associate with their own practice. The
evidence suggests that, even within same-school contexts, there is not a unitary view, with a
divergence among teachers in engaging with the concept. As in the case of David Tomeo,
the research found that some teachers only engaged with and reflected on the issue when
prompted to do so by the probing nature of the questioning. When they engaged with the
notion, however, teachers view it as a positive construct shaping their identities as subject
teachers.
As evidenced by Elena Palagi’s viewpoint above, in negotiating their identities as subject
teacher leaders, issues of power and influence play important roles. Agency is framed in
terms of top-down control of the classroom learning environment, with a power imbalance
between teachers and students. Because activities take shape and manifest themselves only
through actions performed by individuals and groups (Engestrom, 2008), the challenge for
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school principals and school communities in negotiating meaning is to enable teachers, on
their trajectories of learning, to self-evaluate, engage in reflective practice and re-negotiate
dynamics of power and influence, as part of a learning community.

Voice
Teacher interviewees elucidated on the construct of teacher voice as being a key factor in
shaping their identities and in constructing meaning within the decision-making processes of
their school communities. The following quote points to two contrasting stances on the
legitimacy and efficacy of teacher voice, (i) the internal representation within the context of
the school organisation itself and (ii) external representations within the national educational
context.
Every teacher has a voice for everything that affects the school. In all fairness now,
there are management issues that are taken at a management level, which we don’t
have a veto on. But anything that really affects the general running of the classes in
the school, yes, we have a feed into that. (Rosanna Altea, CID, no post, Liceo del
Popolo).
Ms. Altea expands on this point by indicating that teachers’ participation in the decisionmaking process has a dual result. First, it develops and enhances teachers’ confidence
and affirms them in their practice. Second, it facilitates the distribution of leadership by
“sharing out the load”. This participative and meaningful way of interacting empowers and
has a positive emotional impact on teachers. In addition, when teachers feel empowered and
valued, there is greater potential for positive and pro-active learning environments.

Consistent with the literature and with the findings in Chapter 6, the construction of teacher
voice has a “dual-locatedness” (Beck, 2005:36), being defined not alone by membership of
the school organization as a “community of practice”, but also being linked to broader
national discourses, by virtue of membership of the state system. The vignette presented by
John Conti, a long serving teacher at Liceo San Giovanni, provides interesting data and deep
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insights into how the classroom teacher feels disempowered in the national context.
I would say teachers have a voice, whether they’d be listened to is another matter. I
don’t mean to be cynical now, because I’m one of those people that I love my job, I
love this place [the school]. I’m not cynical and I don’t want to retire in a few years
time in a cynical way. I often feel that the classroom teacher has very little say. Let
me explain, I’m on a syllabus committee with the NCCA, and there are only three
practising teachers on that ten-person committee. The others are mainly from
management groups, I’m not blaming these people, it’s just the whole process.

The data are typical and congruent with the findings from the conversations with all the
interviewees that, within their school contexts, teachers express a love for their professions
and their school communities. In activity-theoretical terms, however, and, as discussed in
Chapters 2 and 6, activity systems need to be analysed against more global procedures and
tools which are employed and included in the local activity. The above vignette points to
issues of external power and authority being central to syllabus and curricular formations. In
this model, teachers in classrooms derive their legitimacy from the external syllabus
committees, to which they do not have a perceived significantly representative input. In this
context, teachers continually need to re-structure and re-negotiate identity within the frames
because “the evolution of practice continues, new events, new innovations and new
generations all create occasions for re-negotiating their identity” (Wenger, 2008:154).

This poses a challenge for school communities in mediating the external elements. The
implications for schools concern providing teachers with the voice and leadership capacity to
collaboratively work on devising innovative and exciting ways of presenting knowledge and
enhancing teaching and learning and, thereby, effectively contributing to debate. The
literature suggests that where teachers are prepared for and engage in leadership activities,
there are opportunities for professional development and growth that reinforce teachers’ selfesteem and sense of self-efficacy (Harris and Muijs, 2005).
Gender and teacher voice. Elena Palagi’s elucidation on gender issues, though atypical of
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the data set, is considered worthy of inclusion, as it provides insights on how the construction
of a female teacher’s voice and identity in an all boys’ school is gender-related.
I was the only woman here for nine years, so it’s a very, very male dominated place. I
think it’s a particular type of woman who is able to survive in a boys’ school. A
woman has to fight harder here, you know things are put down to oh, typical woman.
Now, maybe almost a third of teachers might be female. I suppose it’s nice to have
boys feminised a bit, you know, but it is a particular type of woman who can survive
well in an all boys’ school, yeah, definitely.
Using Wenger’s (2008) frame of reference, as discussed in preceding chapters, identity cannot
be defined outside a cultural practice and it is informed and influenced by the norms, history
and traditions of the organisational culture. We define and negotiate who we are within the
activities and institutions, as we endeavour to reconcile various forms of membership into one
identity. A number of key themes may be extracted from Ms. Palagi’s story to illustrate how
female teachers manage their gender identities to effectively integrate into a school
organisation, where a particular construct of maleness and male identity is embedded in the
organisational culture.

First, implicit in the iteration that she was the only female teacher in the school for nine years,
is the notion that Ms. Palagi, as a woman, was an outsider in a very male dominated world.
Second, in that male-dominated world-view female identity is framed in a particular way.
Implicit in the metaphor typical woman, is a construct of a softer, more caring, emotional
being attempting to navigate the waters of an environment where certain views of masculinity
prevail. This is congruent with the view of Paul Monti, Deputy Principal of the school, as
analysed in Chapter 6 of this thesis, which defines a key component of a male student’s
identity in terms of his prowess on the sports field. Deeply embedded within the
organisational culture is the construct of the competitive student, who has an innate
toughness, excels on the sports field, for the honour of the school.

Third, to effectively integrate into this more masculine culture, female teachers have to fight
280

harder, negotiate their positions, manage their identities and present themselves in a particular
way to gain recognition in the school organisation. The argument may also be made that to be
a man in this type of hegemonic tradition means discarding the feminine from the self and
may also mean rejecting and subordinating other masculinities, such as gay masculinity
(Lynch et al, 2012).
Ms. Palagi makes a strong argument to re-claim the feminine as part of the “self”, to have
the boys feminised and, thus to represent and give voice to all forms of otherness in identity
construction, within the school organisation. This presents a challenge for school leaders and
school communities to reflect on ways of belonging and to manage and give voice to all
identities. This is essential if leadership practice is congruent with the ethos of care, nurture
and first-order values, as expressed by the principals of schools in Chapter 6.

Ethos
To develop the discussion on care and nurture, at this juncture, it is pertinent to interrogate the
concept of school ethos, as explained and discussed in preceding chapters, from the
perspectives of the teachers. Consistent with the findings in Chapters 5 and 6, the teachers’
narratives indicate that any enactment of leadership practice, in the case-study schools, is
underpinned by and embedded in an ethos of care and nurture. All interviewees espouse firstorder values as they assert the centrality of the nurturing capital of care, respect, inclusion and
holism as being prioritised in the daily routines and procedures of the schools.
It would very much be the ideal of mutual respect. The philosophy of the school is to
meet the needs of every student in the school, definitely a holistic education. It’s very
important to meet the needs of all the students in a caring environment. We do this
very well within this school, with the whole pastoral care system. (David Tomeo,
Liceo del Popolo).
A significant point worthy of discussion is the powerful influence which the school’s ethos
exerts on leadership practice. The argument may be made that adherence to the school’s
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mission statement and ethos is characterised by important influence relationships.
In changing times you have to stay close to your ethos. I’ve always been very careful
about ethos. I firmly believe if you have a mission statement and this is your ethos,
you have got to live it to the letter of the law. (Margaret Garelli, Liceo Santa Maria).
What is evident in the above discourse is that legislative requirements and accountability
mandates are mediated by commitment to the school’s ethos and value system. In the above
conceptualisation, the influence relationships have a top-down, bottom-up and lateral
character. The strong advocacy by Ms. Garelli for the safeguarding of ethos is indicative of
the enactment of teacher agency shaping practice, with organisational members influencing
each other in ensuring that the day-to-day life of the school is grounded in its characteristic
spirit and value system. Thus, the sub-text in the narrative may be read as an instance of the
influential spaces occupied by teachers in the leadership processes of the school.
Ethos and religious configuration. While each school is historically situated and has its own
trajectory of organisational development, as discussed in Chapters 3 and 5, any analysis on
ethos must include a discussion on the denominational component of ethos. To support the
findings in Chapters 5 and 6, the evidence from the discussions with the teachers indicates
that the Christian ethos underpins and frames the characteristic spirit of Irish post-primary
schools, whether they are denominational faith-based voluntary secondary schools, or state
second-level schools in the community and comprehensive or vocational sectors.
It’s a Catholic school, that’s strong. A lot of teachers would say a prayer at the start of
class, there’s a Catholic tradition. I like that. (Leo Tulio, voluntary secondary
school).
It would be a caring, Christian environment. But it’s very inclusive. We have a
chaplain, a Catholic chaplain. There would be a school Mass at the beginning of the
school year and that would be a Catholic Mass. The liturgy would be a Catholic
liturgy, but all religions would be catered for within religion class, anyway. (Peter
Bianchi, community college).

The above discourses suggest that how teachers think about the world consists of deeply
embedded subjectivities which are deeply rooted in a Christian and Catholic view of the
282

world. They add credence to the assertion, as discussed in Chapter 3, that in order to
understand contemporary Ireland, it is necessary to recognise how much its distant, as well as
more recent history still affects public values and attitudes and, by extension, its education
system (OECD, 1991). The discussion also raises questions on how an authentic inclusive
space is provided for students of minority religions or those of no faith. This poses a
challenge for contemporary school leaders to interrogate how school leadership for the
twenty-first century school, in a diversified post-Christian society, can be mediated with
historical dynamics and ways of being.

Vocation
Consistent with the findings in Chapter 6 of this thesis, the evidence from the dialogues with
the teacher participants indicates that the emotional construct of educational leadership needs
to be fore-grounded, as any analysis on the implementation of distributed leadership in
schools needs to take account of the emotional dimensions of being. Across the three casestudy schools the interviewees pointed to a strong sense of vocation in defining their identities
as teachers.
I think it’s a vocation, without a doubt. You have to have a genuine love for the agegroup and you have to have a genuine love for the student. I think you really have to
be able to put life in their shoes and that’s very much a leadership role. (Anna Rossi,
AP, Liceo del Popolo).
I love teaching, but I love it, not just for the academic. I love it more for the
opportunity to have an input into young people’s lives. (Amanda Lavorata, FTC,
Liceo Santa Maria).
Despite the challenges of the current accountability and results-oriented educational
environment, as discussed earlier, teachers displayed a deep love and passion for their
schools, their students and for their work as teachers. This passion is underpinned by an
explicit ethical dimension, and is closely interwoven with a spiritual dimension, as discussed
in Chapter 6, which is characterised by valuing the lives and development of all members of
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the school community (O’Donoghue and Clarke, 2010). Teachers referred to their personal
commitment to the pastoral care of their students, characterised by relationships based on
mutual respect, care and social justice. The vocational dimension of teachers’ work is highly
principled. Amanda Lavorata, teaching in a school with a DEIS status, referred to her work
as mentor to traveller students and how she assisted them in attaining work placements, as
part of their Transition Year Programme.
With the way the economy is, a lot of girls found it very hard to get work placements.
I was their voice.
Evident in the narrative and in the construction of the emotional identities of teachers in the
case-study schools is the pervasiveness of the commitment to the care of the student. This
emotional dimension goes well beyond the call of duty and is a core element of teacher
leadership practice. Anita Baggio, in referring to extra-curricular work being undertaken by
teachers, makes the point that:
If they [teachers] weren’t doing it here, they would probably do it with a team
somewhere at the weekend. That’s the kind of people teachers are, they get involved.
You have to take things on board and work with students, that’s what we do, that’s
what we’re trained to do, that’s what we’re good at.

It is evident from the conversations with the interviewees that they have a strong sense of
their identity and agency, as teachers, based on the ethical, moral and caring dimensions of
self. In this context, I propose that any analysis of teacher leadership practice must include
vocation, passion and the ethical self as key dimensions informing distributed leadership
practice and in the relationships and interactions between leader, follower and situation. That
relationship is mediated by the construction of a confident teacher identity and agency, based
on the intersection of vocation, passion and the ethical self. Leadership practice in Irish postprimary schools has to be viewed through these lenses.
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7.3 Teacher Managerial Leadership
This section explores the various positional (e.g. post of responsibility holder) and informal
leaders (who exercise leadership to complete a specific task), whereby teachers exercise
leadership and decision-making (i) to enable the school organisations to achieve its goals and
(ii) to enable the lateral distribution of leadership and the development of collaborative school
cultures. Roles such as middle management teams, in the guise of post of responsibility
holders and subject department coordinators, are considered. The pervasive practice of
volunteerism is also identified as a central dimension of teacher, non-positional, leadership
practice.
Posts of Responsibility
Consistent with the findings emanating from Chapters 5 and 6, the conversations with post of
responsibility holders and non-post of responsibility holders alike, indicate that the post of
responsibility structure constitutes the formal, remunerated middle management stratum,
supporting the principal in leading and managing the school. There is an explicit recognition
of the need to share duties across members of the teaching staff and “to support the principal”
in the complex life-world of today’s school organisations. Across all the case-study schools,
there is uniformity in the types of duties distributed to the post of responsibility holders. The
responsibilities include pastoral, administrative and managerial duties and, in all the schools,
the Year Head system is a key component of the middle management structure, allowing the
protagonists to have an effective role in managing student progress.
Year Heads’ Meetings. One of the tools and routines utilised in all the schools, to enable the
distribution and enactment of leadership across these positional agents, is the convening of
Year Heads’ meetings with the principals and deputy principals. Following Spillane et al’s
(2004) task-centred approach, as discussed in Chapter 2, the following typical quotes centre
on the tasks around which school leaders organise practice.
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I’m a Year Head, we’ve meetings twice a week and we meet in the principal’s office.
We discuss pastoral and discipline issues relating to the students. As a follow-on from
these meetings, if parents need to be consulted, I would get in touch with them. I meet
the teachers and find out how things are going [re student discipline]. I visit classes
the odd time. (Joe Tardelli, Liceo San Giovanni).
It [Year Heads’ meeting with the principal] is a kind of think-tank, where you share
ideas, and I think that’s really important. I would follow up on any issues for the next
meeting. (Anna Rossi, Liceo del Popolo).
The above data suggest that teacher leadership is being recognised across all school
communities and that teacher leadership is being distributed and actively supported in
schools. The timetabling of structured meetings between the principal, deputy principal and
year heads is indicative of a strong commitment to the central work of the school, student
achievement and welfare. There are a number of key points implicit in the data: (i) year heads
have decision-making power and autonomy, enacted through the routine of meeting with
teachers and parents; (ii) the metaphor of a “think-tank” suggests that expertise is shared and
all points of view are considered as part of the process; (iii) the sharing of best practice
implies open lines of communication and relationships based on trust and collegiality.

Conversely, however, in a situation that is typical across all three case-study schools, the
evidence also indicates that there is a hierarchical character to the structuring of team
meetings. Due to time constraints, meetings are not convened with Special Duties teachers,
who also hold positional posts of responsibility. The argument may be made that, if the
leadership potential of these post of responsibility holders is to be pro-actively enhanced and
supported, it is important to convene occasional structured meetings with the role incumbents
to inspire and motivate confidence in the role. It is important that time is made available so
that teachers feel valued in their middle management roles. If teacher leadership is to become
truly transformative, the evidence from the literature suggests that there needs to be time and
opportunity for teachers to focus on aspects specific to their leadership role (Harris, 2005).
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Post-holders’ Perceptions of their Leadership Role
While there was general consensus, across all 3 case-study schools that the work and sphere
of influence of the post of responsibility holder extends beyond the individual classroom,
there was a lack of congruence as to whether their responsibilities constitute a key leadership
role within the school organisation. The following quotes give an illuminative insight into
post of responsibility holders’ perceptions:
I wouldn’t see myself as being any more powerful, if that’s the word, than anybody
else. I go along and I do the job because I’m getting paid for it. As for leadership, I
suppose we work as a team really. (Joe Tardelli, Liceo San Giovanni).
I have a job to do, I’m getting paid extra for it, go away and do it. I’m part of the team
here, I don’t feel any more part of the team than anybody else and I don’t see myself
as having a rank over anybody else. (John Conti, Liceo San Giovanni).
I suppose my view of leadership is probably quite narrow, because I wouldn’t be that
experienced in it. But from my point of view, I wouldn’t like to sit at the back of the
bus, I’d like to drive the bus. What that basically means is that if there’s something I
can contribute and it’s appropriate and it helps the school, I think if we all do our bit,
that is very powerful. (Margaret Garelli, Liceo Santa Maria)
My post of responsibility would be part of the leadership in the school. If leadership
is not distributed around the school, it’s impossible for people to develop their own
levels of leadership. People in this school are given total leadership and freedom, by
the principal, to do the job. (Peter Bianchi, Liceo del Popolo).
I would see leadership as being a part of my middle management role, as part of my
post. (Anita Baggio, Liceo del Popolo).
In applying an activity-theoretical perspective as a diagnostic tool to grasp the essence of
leadership practice, it is evident from the foregoing data that while teacher leadership is a key
factor in the lived reality of today’s school organisations, different perspectives are rooted in
different communities and historical formations. The above quotes are representative of two
competing paradigms, with different conceptualisations on the power differential and
authority conferred on the role. On the one hand, the views of Joe Tardelli and John Conti
equate power with rank, authority and control. In their conceptualisations, leadership is
shared by post of responsibility holders, as part of a collaborative team, with the distribution
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of power and agency being located in the group. Implicit in this constructivist view of
distributed leadership is the notion that the team derives its identity and meaning from its
shared understandings and culture. The principal is the “real leader” of the school, with the
role of the middle management team being constructed in functional terms. In respect of this
point, Mr. Tardelli and Mr. Conti construct their role as that of mere functionaries, whereby
they perform tasks for which they receive remuneration. This is consistent with the findings
in Chapter 5 where 19% of WSE reports indicate that post of responsibility holders construct
their identities themselves in similar vein. An explanation for this world-view may lie in the
fact that, because Liceo San Giovanni is a voluntary secondary school, legacies of traditional,
hierarchical modes of governance endure. Deep-rooted subjectivities, thus, serve to
reproduce “the social structure in which it takes place” (Wenger, 2008: 13).

An alternative view is proffered by Margaret Garelli, Peter Bianchi and Anita Baggio and is
premised on the notion, that in the complex activity systems that are today’s school
organisations, in the distribution of leadership and agency, the power and authority to lead is
vested, not alone in the principal at the apex of the organisation, but is distributed to empower
teachers working in collaborative working environments. Power is facilitative and enables
others to accomplish something that they think is important (Sergiovanni, 2001).
Ms. Garelli’s metaphor of the post of responsibility holder driving the bus is a powerful
description of a school organisation which supports a flatter and more lateral type of
leadership distribution. It is engaged in creating “the structural conditions or spaces where
leadership can best operate and flourish” (Harris, 2008: 40). This debate makes it clear that
conceptualisations of team and power are largely dependent on the character of the school
organisation and on the particular historical contexts in which they are embedded (Engestrom,
2008). Thus, the construction of objects (leadership practice) does not happen in
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“harmonious unity”, with different perspectives continuing to exist in different activity
systems (Engestrom, 2008:129).
Appointments procedures. A significant point worthy of discussion and pertinent to the
foregoing debate is an exploration on how the appointment system to posts of responsibility
influences incumbents’ perceptions of their leadership role as members of the middle
management team. Historically, as discussed in Chapter 3, in voluntary secondary schools,
posts were tokenistic in nature, with criteria for appointment based on seniority being seen as
a reward for years of service. In the other sectors, posts were awarded as a result of a
competitive interview and on the basis of ability and suitability.

The findings from the analysis on the 21 WSE reports in Chapter 5 indicate that where post of
responsibility holders do not see themselves as having a leadership role, as part of the middle
management team, 100% are from voluntary secondary schools. The evidence from the
reports indicates, however, that the evaluation teams made no reference to the systems by
which teachers were appointed to posts of responsibility in the schools and, in this omission,
relevant information pertinent to understanding middle management structures is backgrounded and excluded. For that reason, the empirical component of this research seeks to
capture the nuances and personal narratives of the post-holders to ascertain if their perceptions
of middle management structures are related to the appointment system. The following data
provide illumination on the issue:
We’re the last bastions of the seventies. You know, there were fellows waiting twenty
years to get a Special Duties post. I was waiting thirty years to get an Assistant
Principal’s post. (John Conti,Liceo San Giovanni, voluntary secondary school).
I mean teachers came in to teaching thinking they would have a post at some stage or
other, especially in the secondary system where ‘tis on seniority. (Leo Tulio,Liceo
San Giovanni, voluntary secondary school).
If there was a Special Duties post, you could have twenty applicants, which is great to
see. I would say the vast majority of people who didn’t have a B post inside the
school here would apply if it came up. As far as I’m aware, there would be very few
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teachers who didn’t apply for them, so it’s good to see that teachers are motivated.
(Peter Bianchi, Liceo del Popolo, community college).

The juxtaposing of these two positions, indicative of a seniority system in quotes 1 and 2, and
a competitive interview system in quote 3, provides a useful tool and contribution to one of
the most salient issues affecting the construction of middle management teams in Irish postprimary schools. It also provides a deep understanding on how these issues are contextually,
culturally and historically formed and understood. Following the discussion earlier in the
chapter, it is interesting to note that those post-holders who view themselves as functionaries
are products of the seniority system. Although this practice has changed, it has, nevertheless
created a culture of promotion without engagement for teachers (Lynch et al, 2012).

Overall, however, it may be argued that each of the case-study schools, in accordance with the
empirical evidence gathered, is developing a collaborative culture with a repertoire of shared
resources, experiences, tools and ways of addressing recurring problems and this provides a
useful perspective on knowing and learning in each school. While there is clear evidence
from all three schools of distributed leadership practice, with the agents carrying out their
leadership and management responsibilities with diligence, pride and commitment, due to
their historical legacies however, the notion of distributed leadership is not an explicit
component of the discourse of voluntary secondary schools, which adhere to more traditional
conceptualisations of middle management team construction.
Non-post of Responsibility Holders’ Perceptions of the Leadership Role of Post of
Responsibility Holders.

In the conversations with non-post of responsibility holding teachers, there was general
consensus that posts of responsibility constitute a key leadership role within the school
organisations. All teachers cited the Year Head system as being a key component of the
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middle management structure, in that it has an effective role in managing student progress and
behaviour. The following quotes, which represent typical responses, provide interesting data
on 3 aspects of practice worthy of closer analysis. These aspects are (i) perceptions of the
role, (ii) power differentials (iii) impact of moratorium on promotional posts. Issues
concerning communication underpin all 3 aspects.
I do not have a post of responsibility. That’s my own choice, I didn’t ever intend to go
that route. I have no interest really in taking a post of responsibility. I just want to
teach, I love teaching. (Rosanna Altea, CID, Liceo del Popolo).
There are some posts of responsibility where they would get extra pay for the position.
I’m a class tutor and if it [a discipline issue] gets to the stage that it’s out of control,
the Year Head then comes in and I suppose they make a decision between the Year
Head and the Principal. (Amanda Lavorata, FTC, Liceo Santa Maria).
I’m a permanent whole-time teacher with no post of responsibility. It really affects
me because at this stage of my career, I work very, very hard in the school and, not
being financially rewarded for it, because of the moratorium. If it wasn’t for the
moratorium, I think I probably would have a post for the work that I do. (David
Tomeo, PWT, Liceo del Popolo).
In the first iteration above, Rosanna Altea’s interpretation provides a lens through which she
positions the roles of post of responsibility holders. Ms. Altea expresses the view that she has
no interest whatsoever in middle management, but derives her identity as a teacher in the
classroom, encouraging and motivating students. Implicit in her narrative is the notion that
the holding of a post of responsibility is extraneous to her construct of classroom teacher.
The point must be made, however, that the two constructs are not irreconcilable and that
“communities of practice become resources for organizing our learning as well as contexts in
which to manifest our learning through an identity of participation” (Wenger, 2008: 273).
Another key issue to be addressed and, as discussed earlier in this chapter, is how teachers’
perceptions are formed. Part of the reason may lie in fact that symbolically, because year
heads in Liceo del Popolo reside in the Year Heads’ office when not in class, they are
perceived as being separate from the general body of teachers. This poses a challenge for
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principals and year heads to openly communicate the student-centred nature of their role in
meaningful professional dialogue to produce mutual understanding. By engaging in reflective
communication, actors would be enabled to focus on reconceptualising their own
organisation, in an interactive manner in relation to their shared objects (Engestrom, 2008).
In the second iteration, Amanda Lavorata’s discourse indicates how she, as a Class Teacher (a
voluntary role catering to the pastoral needs of a particular class group), positions the
relationship between the principal and year head, as post of responsibility holder, and the
power differential between leader and follower. Ms. Lavorata perceives when she, as class
teacher, refers a serious discipline issue to the year head, a decision into which she has no
input is made by the principal and year head. Implicit in this narrative is the view that school
leadership has a linear property, with a demarcation between those who have formal
leadership authority and those who do not. This has implications for school communities to
address and re-define how collegiality is understood and how leadership activity is
coordinated and transacted.
A key message in David Tomeo’s narrative, as he elucidates on his career trajectory, and
congruent with that of post of responsibility holders, is that the moratorium on promotional
posts adversely affects teachers’ beliefs about their working conditions and their capacity to
develop leadership skills. The discourse suggests that there are levels of cynicism and
disempowerment presented by this barrier to teacher leadership. A key factor in the debate is
the discussion around extrinsic motivation and financial recompense for post of responsibility
holders. Notwithstanding the fact that teachers, as discussed earlier in this chapter, uphold the
vocational dimension of their role and derive great intrinsic reward from contributing to the
development of the school organisation, the current research suggests, however, that a
frustration with externally-mandated demands and policy agendas has a negative impact on
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teachers’ motivation. It results in extrinsic concerns, pertaining to transactional models of
leadership, being fore-grounded.

Subject Department Coordinators
Any exploration on the how of leadership practice needs to focus on the roles and
responsibilities of subject department coordinators. The argument will be made, in line with
the literature (Spillane, 2006; Spillane et al, 2009; Harris, 2008), as discussed in Chapter 2,
that the roles and responsibilities of subject department coordinators are strongly mediated
and informed by the organisational structures and situations, which ultimately determine the
practices and norms in each school organisation. Congruent with the findings in Chapters 5
and 6, the empirical evidence from the case-study schools indicates that the mechanisms by
which subject department coordinators are appointed are largely dependent on the stage of
development of the individual school organisation. The following quotes make the point
explicit:
I do think doing things like rotating the actual head of the subject department, as we
do here is very good. It gives people responsibility and people thrive on
responsibility. In my day, when I started off, all those years ago, it was the senior
teacher who got the best classes, it was very, very hierarchical. (Anna Rossi, AP,
Liceo del Popolo).
It seems to be volunteered. I think there is a little bit of volunteering going on, but I
think there is also a natural movement toward certain people. You know, some
people, in an informal way, had always been doing it anyway. But I imagine we will
rotate it. (Margaret Garelli, SDT, Liceo Santa Maria).
The above emerging evidence indicates that the construct of the subject coordinator is
fluid and emergent. In this context, the trajectories of leadership practice vary between
schools. The two contrasting pieces of data indicate that schools are at different stages on the
road to constructing an agentic, distributed and enabling model of subject coordinator
practice. In Ms. Rossi’s narrative the view is expressed that the rotational construct is
empowering and impacts positively on teacher professional development and in maximising
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leadership capacity building within the school. The distributed nature of this practice has a
non-linear character, contrasting with more traditional, hierarchical structures. The trajectory
of Ms. Rossi’s career, over a number of years, enables her to offer deep insights and
understandings of contrasting linear and non-linear models of practice.
Congruent with her principal’s evidence, Margaret Garelli’s narrative indicates that the
procedure for appointment to the role, in her school, has a less structured character, with
incumbents volunteering to assume the duties of this significant leadership role. The
discourse suggests that some teachers are motivated and empowered by assuming the role,
while others are more reticent to exercise this agency. There is organisational intentionality,
however, to rotate the role and thereby develop the leadership skills of all members of the
subject department teams.
Ms. Garelli’s elucidation also demonstrates how the emergence of new forms of
organisational routines is mediated by the background of the historical context of the school
and maintaining continuity with traditional norms and practices. In the proposed
intentionality to rotate the subject coordinators’ positions and, thereby, to create a space for
the leadership capacity of all teachers, there is an alignment with the Activity Theory
perspective (Engestrom, 2008), which argues that current changes in work organisations have
the possibility to create historically new features of collective intentionality and distributed
agency.
Duties of subject department coordinators. The scope and range of duties, responsibilities
and role definitions of the subject department coordinators also vary across the case-study
schools, on a continuum from a practice which is merely functional and a fixed phenomenon
on one end, to one where the coordinators are entrusted with leadership and engage with deep
student learning and classroom practice, at the other end of the continuum. Across all the
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schools, the roles and responsibilities of the subject coordinators include facilitating
structured departmental meetings, at the commencement of the academic year, with the
purpose of devising a curriculum plan for the school year and coordinating the setting of
house examinations. In some instances, the practice has a strong instructional leadership
component as suggested by the following evidence:
I have leadership as head of my subject department, there’s definitely leadership in
that, leading the teachers, making sure the syllabus is covered and, you know,
organising and Christmas exams and summer exams. Staff realise it’s a necessity and
it’s important for effective teaching and learning. (David Tomeo, PWT, no post of
responsibility, Liceo del Popolo).
Yes, we have always rotated it [role of coordinator] here and we now see the benefits
of it. There’s a huge part to play in everybody playing that role at some stage because,
we all share the burden of the paperwork, which you know, for any teacher can be
overwhelming. We’ve all shared in meeting with the principal [in capacity as subject
department coordinator] or with the cigire. We’ve all shared that responsibility and
that role. (Rosanna Altea, CID, Liceo del Popolo).
Subject departments are becoming much stronger. We do our planning, we try to do
joined-up thinking and we’re very focused. Years ago, we kind of went off and did
whatever. Now, it means that every child is getting a similar education, it doesn’t
matter who’s teaching them and I think that’s very important. (Margaret Garelli,
Liceo Santa Maria).
A number of key points may be extracted from the above discourses. First, the role of subject
department coordinator is constructed as an influence role which has a strong instructional
leadership component. Role incumbents benefit from and are empowered in the role. This is
especially pertinent in enhancing the leadership potential of staff, where it operates on a
rotational basis. Second, the role also enables the subject department coordinator to
positively influence teaching and learning practice in the classroom, by ensuring that high
standards are maintained in the classroom and by ensuring a quality learning experience for
students. Students are at the centre of the discourse and subject department coordinators thus
influence classroom practice and are “important gatekeepers to change and development
within their subject areas” (Harris and Muijs, 2005:19). Third, the subject department
coordinator, in certain instances, has a key role to play in engaging in professional dialogue
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with the school principal and also responds to demands for external accountability in meeting
with a representative of the Department of Education and Skills’ Inspectorate (cigire).

Four, one of the most salient findings from the research data is that the construction of subject
department teams is a shared phenomenon negotiated as part of a joint enterprise, based on
teamwork. The reality of practice aligns closely with Wenger’s (1998) suggestion that this
joint negotiation creates relations of mutual accountability among participants and, thereby,
becomes an integral part of practice. The evidence is also consistent with the data emerging
from the dialogues with the principals and deputy principals in Chapter 5, which suggest that
a significant component of leadership practice in the case-study schools is a focus on the
lateral distribution of leadership by means of team-work. The principals in this study place a
huge emphasis on the development of collaborative cultures, which actually promote
teamwork as a means of building social capital and moving the schools forward as
“communities of practice.”

The point must be made, however, that each subject department, within a school as a
“community of practice”, has its own trajectory of development and derives its identity from
the group dynamics, subjectivities, relationships and life-histories.
We [subject department team] meet informally almost every day. But a fault is that
things have to be done the way they were always done, not so much now, but all along
the years, the school was quite incestuous. We inherited a kind of thing that this is the
way it was always done. You have to be insistent that we try it out a new way, try a
new thing. I keep on trying to push the boat out a little. (Elena Palagi, Liceo San
Giovanni)
Ms. Palagi’s evidence attests to this point as she refers to the fixed nature of practice within
her subject department. Ms. Palagi ascribes the perceived stasis and inertia to an historical
legacy, whereby a number of staff members are past-pupils of the school, who returned to the
school to assume their teaching positions immediately after graduation from university. She
considers this a major disadvantage as, in the resolve to maintain continuity with traditional
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norms and practices, the implementation of innovative ideas is constrained. From an Activity
Theoretical (Engestrom, 2008) perspective, as discussed in preceding chapters, as new ideas
and elements are proposed and introduced, it leads to contradictions and tensions as old
elements collide with the new. Ms. Palagi, in exercising teacher agency, endeavours to
mediate and innovatively change this stasis by “pushing out the boat a little” to lead to new
forms of subject department practice.

The foregoing data provide valuable and deep understandings on the construct of subject
department coordinator in the case-study schools. The significant divergence in practices
across the schools prompts the need for a systems-wide debate on the enactment of this highly
influential instructional leadership role. The role ranges from being merely functional in
some “communities of practice” to a situation, whereby in other schools, subject department
coordinators have a platform to enact leadership and decision-making powers, exerting a
strong influence on leading classroom learning within their own subject departments. Levels
of empowerment vary according to the traditions, norms and organisational structures and
routines of the schools. As discussed in Chapter 5, the teams of WSE evaluators advocate a
coordinated approach to ensure the enactment of teacher leadership and the development of
subject-specific expertise being achieved by the position of subject department coordinator
being rotated among all teachers of a subject.

There is also an advocacy for regular formal subject planning meetings as a means of
improving professional development. In merging this advocacy with the current empirical
data, if this is to be achieved, both structural and cultural change is required within schools as
“communities of practice”. If subject department coordinators are to have agency and voice
in influencing high quality learning experience for students and in developing collegial
relations within the subject team, it requires principals and senior management teams to create
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an open space for professional dialogue and the authentic development of the construct.

Volunteerism
Congruent with the findings in Chapters 5 and 6 of this thesis, the teachers’ narratives, across
the three case-study schools, indicate that in constructing a tableau of contemporary informal
school leadership, volunteerism must be analysed as a key lateral strategy in the enactment of
leadership practice. As evinced by the emerging empirical data, this voluntary model of
teacher leadership practice is enacted (i) by non post of responsibility holding staff taking on
duties and responsibilities and, (ii) by leading and influencing the extra-curricular life of the
school. In exploring the volunteerist dimension of leadership from a “leader-plus”
perspective, it must be remembered, as pointed out in Chapter 5, that the concept of
volunteering is deeply-rooted in Irish education. It is mediated by the commitment to the
ethos of the school community which, as discussed earlier, promotes the nurture, care and
holistic development of the student.
There’s a huge input by people into the school, they’re going out [on extra-curricular
activities] for love of the school. It’s amazing, I counted at least 14 after-school
activities. That’s a huge commitment. (John Conti, Liceo San Giovanni)
One area of school life in this school, I suppose it’s a relatively young staff and people
are, you know, enthusiastic and ambitious. Obviously, there are not going to be posts
[of responsibility] there for everybody. People take it on themselves to take on duties,
that’s great to see. I think in the future, you’ll probably have to rely more on that,
people giving of their own time. Whether that will work over long periods of time,
it’s hard to know. (Peter Bianchi, Liceo del Popolo).
While the above elucidations indicate that capacity building is enabled by the informal, nonpositional enactment of distributed leadership practice, all interviewees, however, were clear
in their assertions that the current austerity measures and centrally mandated government cutbacks cause great uncertainty and tensions for the profession. The following quotes are
typical across the 3 case-study schools and give a flavour of the teacher discourses:
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The cut-backs definitely impact, our job is so hard and so tiring and we expend so
much energy day-to-day, be it in our posts, in our extra-curricular activities or in just
teaching our subject classes. But when you hear the bad press, in the media, people
voicing their opinions against teachers, I find that very difficult. Sometimes, it’s
difficult to keep up the enthusiasm. You look at yourself giving extra hours for extra
activities and you think, nobody in any other profession does this. But then, I do it
because I enjoy it. That’s the kind of people teachers are. (Anita Baggio, Liceo del
Popolo).
What I would hate to see coming in is that all [voluntary] activities would be
disbanded. Thankfully, teachers are still very much involved in it. I’d hate to go the
road of England where it’s only the curriculum and filling in papers. I know you need
the paper trail, but I think you need to actually be out with the kids. (Anna Rossi,
Liceo del Popolo).
We are being treated very badly and affected by the cuts and everything. The media
seem to think that we’re the cause of all the ills in the country, that it is the public
service. Young teachers now have an awful time, pensions and cuts in salary. They
are much more vulnerable, contracts and all that. (Joe Tardelli, Liceo San Giovanni).
From the perspectives of the teachers, the above quotes highlight how the response on the part
of the government to the rupture of the social and economic sphere and resultant austerity
measures has resulted in a different reality for them, in how teacher leadership is framed and
meets the exigencies of newly emerging reality. The interview data suggest that there are
tensions and emotional conflicts experienced by teachers as they seek to find a balance
between the multiple demands of their roles as teachers in this new reality, and the lack of
acknowledgement of the enormity of teacher voluntary input in enabling school communities
to function as collaborative, effective organisations. Essentially in the new managerial
framework, what is at issue here is a conflict of discourses regarding the governance and
purpose of education and the “role of relational human beings within the process” (Lynch et
al, 2012:85).

The above rhetorics propose that one of the explicit constituting tools, in defining the new
reality, is the enhanced role of the media in defining teacher identity. Implicit in the teachers’
narratives is the notion that a particular construct of teachers’ identities and roles is dominant
in the media and, when viewed through this lens, a negative spin is put on the contribution of
teachers and public servants in general to national economic recovery and reform. As
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discussed in Chapter 5, when viewed through this frame, the argument may be made that the
formulation of this construct of teacher identity by media is part of a wider government
strategy to promote a particular view of how best to re-structure the public service to meet the
requirements of the economy and to enable the beliefs and values considered necessary for
establishing and sustaining economic order to become culturally embedded (Rizvi and
Lingard, 2010; Fairclough, 2010). This positioning of teacher identity by media has the
impact of causing disenchantment among the teachers. Despite this, however, implicit in the
teachers’ dialogues is the notion that identity is a fluid construct, influenced by school history
and context. As evinced in the perspective by Anna Rossi above, continuity with the school’s
traditions and values is central to her identity as a teacher. It may be argued that Ms. Rossi’s
aspiration that voluntary activities would not be withdrawn resonates with that of many
teachers, as volunteerism is constructed as a fundamental practice in enabling sustainable
informal teacher leadership practice.

A further point worthy of discussion and significant to the debate on volunteerism in schools
is that raised by Margaret Garelli (Liceo Santa Maria). Ms. Garelli believes that there is not
as much volunteerism as formerly, with government policy and the tenets of the Croke Park
Agreement being the primary causal factors. There are further tensions around the
casualisation of teachers’ contracts and Ms. Garelli expresses concern that there is more
pressure to volunteer on younger teachers, who do not have permanent whole-time positions,
as they aspire to acquire Contracts of Indefinite Duration or Fixed-Term Contracts. She fears
that younger teachers may be exploited as a result.
There is the problem of younger teachers being abused, these same people who never
say No and they get asked every time. I’m conscious of that, but I do think it’s
external forces rather than internal ones are creating this.
Amanda Lavorata (Liceo Santa Maria) is one such teacher and her perspective supports Ms.
Garelli’s analysis.
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I’m involved in after-school activities. I probably won’t be here next year [due to cutbacks]. You know, it’s my third year out, so it’s really good experience for me to take
to the next school.
While Ms Garelli is adamant to point out that the tensions are caused by external forces, her
view is divergent with that of her school principal, Teresa Domenica, who asserts that there
are no tensions or contentious elements regarding the enactment of voluntary activities.
While the tensions may arise due to external mandates, as already discussed earlier in this
chapter, there is an onus of responsibility on school leaders to develop tools and creative ways
of managing the emotional care of teachers.

7.4 Instructional Leadership
As outlined in Chapter 5, curriculum leadership is a sub-set of educational leadership relating
specifically to the curriculum in the same way instructional leadership is both a sub-set of
educational and curriculum leadership that relates specifically to instruction (Heywood,
2008). For that reason, any engagement with teachers’ leadership for learning must address
issues of curriculum content, instruction, assessment and evaluation. Because “learning is
the engine of practice and practice is the history of learning” (Wenger, 2008:96), such
learning has to do with negotiating the various elements of curriculum, in a process of mutual
engagement.

Consistent with the literature, in their reflections as classroom practitioners, one of the most
salient findings emerging from the interviews with teachers across all the case-study schools
is a debate on curriculum and curricular change and reform. Their analyses and
considerations, as leaders of learning in their respective classrooms, link that practice with
delivering the centrally devised curricula. This perspective aligns with activities which
traditionally associated educational design with the codification of knowledge into a reified
curriculum and subject matter (Wenger, 2008). For purposes of the current discussion, the
analysis focuses on how the protagonists interpret, enact and mediate the official curricula.
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The following elucidations are indicative of the critical analyses proffered by teachers.
I’d say from the Business curriculum, the biggest disappointment is the lack of
change. I’m still operating a Junior Cycle curriculum that was brought in over 20
years ago. Curriculum change is slow and laborious, there’s a lot of old stuff there
that needs to be deleted. (John Conti, Liceo San Giovanni).
In Geography, there’s a new Leaving Cert syllabus. It re-energises, I suppose, old
fogies like myself that we can change our format. (Joe Tardelli, Liceo San Giovanni).
I suppose in Science, we’ve changed very much to a practically-based course where a
lot of preparation is needed for doing practicals . I think the changes for the practical
are very good and it makes it more interesting for the students. A lot of that work is
done by teachers, maybe a bit too much. I don’t think it’s much of an advantage.
(Leo Tulio, Liceo San Giovanni).
The entire History course changed in 2006, it needed different methodologies and
ideas on how to teach the different topics that were brought in. But curricular change
is definitely good. The new exam is focusing more on the discipline of being an
historian, of analysing evidence, debating viewpoints and then coming to your own
conclusion. There is scope and need for curricular development in all subjects.
(David Tomeo, Liceo del Popolo).

The foregoing reflections mirror much of the debate and contemporary thinking on
curriculum, as part of the processes of change in the twenty-first century school (Collins
and Dolan, 2012). The key insightful considerations emerging from the narratives include:
(1) Curricular change is generally perceived as a change in subject content. The
move towards curricular change and reform is recommended by teachers as
having a “re-energising” dimension and as being an essential component in the
construction of engaging learning environments for teachers and students.
Conversely, as suggested by John Conti, the lack of innovative change in some
curricula has a constraining property and leads to teacher frustration and lack of
agency.
(2) Congruent with the findings from Chapter 5, David Tomeo’s narrative promotes a
reflective practice based on a commitment to improving the quality of student
learning by enabling students to develop analytical skills based on enquiry and
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debate and empowering students to become self-directed and self-reflective
learners.
(3) Implicit in all the narratives, however, is the presence of the “elephant in the
room”, the over-arching presence of the terminal examination as a key
determinant in shaping classroom practice. While change is positively welcomed,
because of the constraints of the examination system as discussed in Chapter 5,
learning is still very teacher-directed. As suggested in Leo Tulio’s narrative, due
to the current architecture of the examination system, teaching and learning
practices continue to be dominated by traditional norms of practice, whereby
teacher input continues to be significant and prescriptive. The challenge for
teachers in leading classroom practice is to mediate inherited, traditional norms
by empowering students to become self-directed learners.
(4) The teachers also take the stance that, in the construction and development of
schools as professional learning communities, there is a need to engage with
innovative teaching methodologies. On-going in-service training is identified as
a requisite tool in enabling the acquisition of professional expertise.

Despite the general congruence in the findings across the case-study schools, it is important to
recognise that teachers interpret and reflect on curriculum against the background of their
own socio-historical contexts and situations. The following quote offers a deep insight into
how school curriculum planning is strongly mediated by school context.
The school at the moment is phasing out Language X. I would say there’s a big heave
from the manual subject areas to oust Language X. I’m too old to be fighting for a
place for Language X. (Elena Palagi, Liceo San Giovanni).
In the above vignette, Ms.Palagi, a Languages teacher in an all-boys’ secondary school, raises
key questions on the positioning of European languages on the curricula of all-boys’
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secondary schools. The following aspects, worthy of discussion, are implicit in the narrative.
(a) There is an intentionality in the framing of knowledge, as enacted in the
curriculum, to foreground the manual disciplines and subordinate modern
European languages. This suggests that in any school context, in constructing
what counts as legitimate knowledge, consideration of values is pertinent.
Fundamental to this debate is a reflection on whose values are privileged and how
they are to be justified (Rizvi and Lingard, 2010).

(b) The gendered nature of curriculum construction is also implicit in the rhetoric,
with languages being given a feminised identity. This aligns closely with the
findings in Chapter 5 of this thesis, where the issue of modern European
languages is fore-grounded by the WSE evaluators. That evidence indicates that,
among the schools least likely to offer modern European languages are all boys’
voluntary secondary schools.
(c) The narrative also suggests that the trajectory of Ms. Palagi’s career has been
characterised by negotiation as she has sought to position and seek a school
identity for languages. She now presents with feelings of ennui and
disempowerment as languages have lost their legitimacy. This raises questions of
organisational alignment, as discussed in preceding chapters. As the foregoing
evidence suggests, alignment can be a confrontation of conflicting interests which
leaves some all-powerful and others powerless (Wenger, 2008). From a
leadership perspective, the challenge is to mediate the opposing constructs by
promoting and enabling reflection and dialogue on curriculum construction.

Accountability. In order to extend the debate further, issues pertaining to accountability
regimes, assessment procedures and teacher and student identity in the face of new
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technology need to be addressed. In the interviews with the teachers, elements of the
discussions centre around how the demands for participation in a global knowledge economy
shape the re-framing of curriculum and teacher practice.
Project Maths ........... I have massive reservations about it. I find it is not necessarily
planned or geared in the right direction. For example, Geometry is a huge part of the
course which is being neglected. Students often lose out at third level because they
don’t have the basis in Geometry, because I find the course has been over-simplified
over the years. (Anita Baggio, Liceo del Popolo).
Ms. Baggio expands on her argument by suggesting that, though Geometry constitutes a
component of the Project Maths course, certain rules are omitted. Although the teaching of
this course frames her day-to-day work as a classroom practitioner, Ms. Baggio is positioned
outside of the policy formation frame.
I’m not sure of the thinking behind it, of what drove certain issues to be in and certain
aspects to be out, I’m not fully convinced. But this new course is supposed to drive
the results and increase levels in Maths. I’d kind of be a purist in terms of Maths. I
wouldn’t agree with making courses easier, I think it’s down to external forces.
Explicit in Ms. Baggio’s discourse is the notion that curriculum is not politically neutral and
that the content selection processes are linked to broader issues of social power (O’Donoghue
and Clarke, 2010; Rizvi and Lingard, 2010). Her elucidation on the accountability imperative
to increase performance levels in Mathematics aligns closely with the emerging evidence in
Chapter 5 of this thesis, where WSE evaluators present a discourse of challenge to school
communities regarding the urgency of ensuring that students attain at the highest levels in
Mathematics. The primary imperative is to equip students with the skills considered
necessary for the knowledge economy and global competitiveness. This accountability
dimension in the construction of teachers’ identities is framed within a model of top-down,
vertical state control.

In the construction and framing of the new imaginary, however, accountability regimens are
mediated at teacher level and at school level. While it is the responsibility of the school to
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adapt to the evolving new reality, it is not done without contestation and reflection.
If you allowed yourself become too immersed in it [accountability, paperwork], you
could become quite robotic about the whole thing and not really see the wood from the
trees. I’d still never lose sight of my ethos and I am actually able to do the two, hand
in hand. I’m able to reconcile the two because I would appreciate it is the law. I
suppose things were a lot more lax before, it didn’t mean we were working differently,
I’m honest about it. It was just a different dance we danced, but the outcome was
probably the same. (Margaret Garelli, Liceo Santa Maria)

The above quote suggests that change is carefully interrogated and negotiated. Teachers
exercise leadership by deliberating on when to reify and when to balance the production of
“reificative materials with the design of forms of participation” (Wenger, 2008:265).
Teachers, as practitioners, derive identity, empowerment and agency through engaging in
reflective enquiry. Congruent with the findings in Chapter 5, mediating external
accountability demands by clarifying and supporting the internal values and ethos of the
school is a fundamental component of this reflective enquiry. While school ethos is socially,
contextually and historically situated, the pervasiveness across all school organisations of the
commitment to the holistic development and nurture of students, is a core constituting
element of all processes of teacher reflection. Improving practice is about realizing such
values and necessarily involves a continuing process of reflection on the part of teachers
(Harris and Muijs, 2005).

A further curricular challenge includes the integration of new technology, as an artefact,
in the classroom. The unprecedented pace of technological change and innovation impacts
on teaching and learning.
Students have become spectators, you know, with the video games, just the
technology that they’re now spending their time on. I did my Leaving Cert. fifteen
years ago and it has changed so much in that time. How students take in information
has changed, because it’s all about internet and computer. ......... It’s now getting
students to focus and engage and to take on board that leadership. If there’s a problem
that they can’t work out, that they would sit down and try to solve it and they try it and
they try it and they try it again, that seems to be gone, you know”. (Anita Baggio,
Liceo del Popolo).
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The rhetoric suggests (i) that the integration of new technology represents a fundamental
departure from traditional norms of teaching and learning and (ii) that students are passive
recipients of information and that the discourse of knowledge is determined by wider global
market ideologies. What this view implies is that learning is linked to the instrumental
purposes of human capital development and economic self-maximisation (Rizvi and Lingard,
2010). This creates new pressures for teachers, particularly for those who pre-date the
technological era, to engage with a curriculum that is relevant to young people’s lives, while
simultaneously leading and enabling problem-solving and, thereby, fulfilling the intrinsic
aims of education.

The challenge for school leaders is to mediate the contrasting paradigms by providing time for
dialogue and reflection to enable flexible and holistic teaching and learning environments and
to enable teachers to adapt to the new technologies.

Assessment. A key ingredient and major influencing factor on the enactment of curriculum,
the question of assessment needs to be brought in to the discussion at this stage, as much of
the current educational debate focuses on assessment and evaluation.
I’m very into it, not exclusively, but results would be very important to me, get the
best out of the young fellows. I’d be fairly one dimensional like that, that’d be my
main trick. You know, that’s my focus. (John Conti, Liceo San Giovanni).
I suppose you’re constantly, because it’s the way our system is driven, you’re
referring to the terminal exam. You’re even, as early as the beginning of Second
Year, you’re trying to get students to be thinking about the Junior Cert., which leads to
the Leaving Cert., which is how our education system is structured, you know and it’s
not always how we’re supposed to teach, but at the end of the day, students want
results. (Anita Baggio, Liceo del Popolo).

The above vignettes indicate the significant focus on assessment of learning, as opposed to
assessment for learning in our schools. The influences on this reality are twofold: (i) the
assumptions underpinning the procedures, as pointed out in Chapter 3, are part of an inherited
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legacy which can be traced back to the Intermediate Education Act, 1878; (ii) the pressures of
the Leaving Certificate points system, as suggested by the emerging findings in Chapter 5,
illustrate a focus on the new public management discourse of performativity, as part of the
neo-liberal “audit culture”. It is also evident from the interviews that the Leaving Certificate
examination holds a deeply embedded control on the minds of teachers, students and wider
society.

The challenge for school leadership is to mediate the two contrasting assessment paradigms
by providing a space to enable teachers to engage in reflective enquiry, to refract deeply
embedded subjectivities about what constitutes deep learning and, thereby provide leadership
for school improvement. This would enable educators to become more sophisticated in their
ability to develop capacity for teaching and learning in schools (Sergiovanni, 2001). It is also
essential that there is central investment to adequately support principals in this endeavour. If
education is to have an intrinsic rather than a functional value, it is critical that a reformed
Senior Cycle, along the lines of the proposed new Junior Cycle curriculum could provide
opportunities for the enactment of this practice.

The preponderance of evidence indicates, however, that the enactment of empowering
methodologies is constrained by the assessment and examination systems and adherence to
prescriptive, externally mandated accountability regimes. While teachers support and
recommend a move toward curricular change and reform, they are of the view that they are
denied agency by being marginalised in the top-down, decision-making process. The
argument may be made that engaging teachers and positioning them centrally in the processes
of curriculum design and assessment procedures is imperative if teachers are to play a
significant role as empowered leaders of classroom practice. This entails teachers proactively asserting their voice and school principals play a pivotal role in this regard.
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7.5 Conclusion
This chapter has a two-fold purpose: (i) to gain a deeper understanding of the how of
leadership practice from the perspectives of teachers and (ii) to explore how the professional
identities of teachers are conceptualised, negotiated and constructed in the enactment of that
practice. Two points emanating from the discussion are particularly pertinent. (1) The
findings indicate that teachers’ identities are fluid and multi-layered and a key factor
influencing practice is that conceptualisations are contextually, culturally and historically
formed and understood. (2) The evidence also suggests that the negotiation of teacher
professional identity presents constant challenges at many levels in what is explicitly
construed as an increasingly complex and pressured school environment.

In respect of the latter point, a number of key issues worthy of debate may be extracted from
the teachers’ rhetorics. Accepting that the main locus for teaching and learning is the
classroom, the concept of teacher leadership is first explored in that context. A pertinent
finding relevant to the debate is that the concept of teacher leadership pertaining to the subject
teacher in his/her classroom is not a dominant feature of the discourse in the schools and there
is a divergence among teachers in engaging with the concept. This puts an onus of
responsibility on school principals to develop school cultures, where the development of
teacher capacity and leadership is a kernel component of leadership practice.
In respect of their classroom leadership role, tensions arise for teachers regarding curricular
change and reform. While curricular change is broadly welcomed, the teacher interviewees
struggle with a perceived lack of voice and agency in the national context. Classroom
teachers assert that they derive their agency from external syllabus committees, to which they
do not have a perceived significantly representative input. Their professional trajectories are
also shaped by the pervasive performativity culture as manifest in the Leaving Certificate
“points system” which has a powerful influence on the discourses of schools.
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In this context, there are tensions between teachers’ advocacy for a model seeking to
empower students to become self-directed learners by developing analytical thinking skills
based on enquiry and debate and, on the other hand, adhering to teacher-directed prescriptive
methodologies. These methodologies seek to conform to the demands and rigours of an
educational system measured in terms of Leaving Certificate examination results. The irony
in the discussion is that, while teachers construct their relationship with syllabus committees
in linear terms, asserting that they are denied agency in the decision-making process, their
own relationships with students are also characterised by top-down, prescriptive relationships.
To move the debate forward, it is of interest to juxtapose this analysis with teachers’
identification of the importance of transformational models of leadership practice as being
significant in mediating complex situations. As discussed earlier in this chapter, teachers
identified the following core dimensions as being essential to any enactment of
transformational leadership practice: setting the vision, being mutually supportive, having
morale, being visible and facilitating collaboration and communication. If schools are to be
truly authentic and transformative learning environments, a challenge for school
leaders is to mediate these competing realities. This requires a two-fold approach to devising
new trajectories and innovative ways of being so that leadership practice is transformative at
two levels: (i) to enable students to engage in deep learning and (ii) to ensure that teachers
have voice and input in negotiating and re-framing their identities in the broader national
context. In applying that perspective, it puts an onus of responsibility on school principals to
create a space for reflective practice. It also calls for teachers and subject associations to
adopt a more reflective and pro-active engagement in moving the debate forward. This
principle suggests that being an active practitioner with an authentic form of participation
might be one of the most deeply essential requirements for teaching (Wenger, 2008).
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In negotiating these processes it must be borne in mind, as the evidence indicates, that a deep
commitment to the holistic development of students, in alignment with school ethos, across
all school communities, is a key influencing factor. The research findings indicate that school
ethos exerts a powerful influence on leadership practice. In this context, negotiating new
identities must reflect on where schools are located contextually and historically and on how
that locatedness and knowledge underpins how they engage with the broader national context.
Identity cannot be defined outside a cultural practice and it is informed and influenced by the
norms, history and traditions of the organisational culture (Wenger, 2008).

Issues pertaining to teacher managerial leadership, in the guise of the post of responsibility
structure, are also worthy of further debate. Consistent with the findings in Chapters 5 and 6,
the dialogues with the teacher interviewees indicate that the post of responsibility structure
constitutes the formal middle management stratum. There is a lack of congruence across the
case-study schools, however, as to whether posts of responsibility constitute a leadership role,
with varying conceptualisations on the power and authority conferred on the roles. The
emerging evidence clearly indicates that levels of empowerment vary according to the
traditions, norms and organisational structures and routines of the schools.

The conversations with the participants offer clear, explicit evidence that there are tensions
and challenges arising from the strictures of the latterly externally mandated austerity
measures. The embargo on promotional posts is having a serious impact on the capacity of
middle management teams, with the lack of a promotional structure being perceived as a demotivator.
This evidence raises critical questions concerning the future direction of teacher-leadership in
Irish post-primary schools and how it might be operationalised. For teacher leadership to be
truly effective, principals must be supported, by government, in putting in place middle
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management teams which are fit for purpose. In constructing the road to the future of Irish
education, it is essential that the confidence and leadership skills of teachers are developed,
nurtured and supported. Internally, there must be a creative engagement process, whereby
“meaningful forms of membership and empowering forms of ownership” (Wenger,
2008:269),are put in place. In line with the argument made earlier in this concluding section,
it calls for a legitimate, reflective bottom-up debate on the issue, as part of a twin-track
approach, in collaboration with school leaders, to enabling an empowered, agentic teacher
voice.
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Chapter 8 Conclusion
8.0 Introduction
This research study set out to explore the construct and nature of leadership practice in Irish
post-primary schools. As outlined in Chapter 1, because of the increasingly complex world of
education, with greater demands for accountability, performativity and outcomes-based
measures, internationally these features have given rise to new organisational forms. In this
evolving and rapidly changing climate, where work is being re-defined and organisational
boundaries being re-drawn, effective leadership is needed more than ever (Harris, 2008). The
substantive and most salient question, thus, is what type of leadership is required and
practised? Because of the dearth of evidence in the Irish post-primary context, the current
research, while being small-scale in its extent, offers a powerful empirical lens (i) to engage
with the how of leadership practice in Ireland and (ii) to expand the knowledge base by
illuminating the reality of practice in the case-study schools. It is also important to point out
that this study is novel and significant in that it explores the conceptualisations of leadership
presented in the WSE reports, indicating the rhetoric underpinning national-policy
perspectives. I argue that this more holistic, synthesised perspective is important in providing
a deeper insight to understand practice. In Wengerian terms, because “communities of
practice” develop in larger contexts and are positioned within broader systems, the
synthesised perspective to analysis employed in this thesis is very conducive to broadening
the debate and discussion on understanding practice and also in considering implications for
future practice.

Section 8.1 synthesises key findings from the literature which have provided a theoretical
tool-kit for this research. Section 8.2 presents the key empirical research findings.
Section 8.3 makes recommendations for policy, practice and further research, while section
8.4 presents a parting word.
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8.1 Findings from the Literature
In reflecting on the issue of how we think about and construct the process of educational
leadership in our schools, this research, as stated in Chapter 1 has been guided by the
following primary research question:
How is leadership defined, understood and enacted in Irish post-primary schools?
In responding to and engaging with this question and, because the argument may be made
that we are at the early stages of the process in the Irish context, in any (re)conceptualisation
and (re)framing of leadership, the following key dimensions of the distributed leadership
construct are extracted from the extant corpus of literature to position and provide an
interpretative framework for this research and to shape the discourse, discussion and debate
on leadership practice in the Irish post-primary context. At the outset of the discussion, it
must be pointed out as discussed in section 2.6 of the thesis, that the distributed leadership
framework is not employed as a recipe for effective leadership, but rather as a lens to
illuminate the nuances of leadership in schools. The constructs certainly have enabled an
elucidation on the so what of school leadership. As discussed in Chapter 1, these constructs
have served to open up both the “blank spots” and “blind spots” in our understanding of
leadership as it pertains to the Irish post-primary educational landscape. The key pertinent
dimensions to inform debate, as discussed in sections 2.2, 2.3 and 2.4 of this thesis, are as
follows:
▪ The central tenet of the conceptualisation is that of flatter, more laterally constructed
organisational structures, with the focus moving away from the school principal to include
other potential leaders in the school organisation, in both formal and informal positions.
▪ A core defining element of this conceptualisation is concerned with leadership practice
being framed in the joint and collective interactions of school leaders, followers and aspects
of their situations, including tools and artefacts.
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▪ This person-plus view of leadership is characterised by synergistic relations. It is additive
and holistic and is characterised by boundary spanning as activities are stretched over people.
▪ Leadership is, thereby, constructed as a relational process, being interactive and dialogical
in character.
▪ Trust is a central component in building positive relations.
▪To extend this notion, trust, power and influence are closely inter-related. Distributing
leadership within school organisations requires a change in power structures.
▪ Because leadership is constructed as an instance of influence, from a distributed perspective
the how of leadership is constituted in influencing and motivating others. This implies
interdependency rather than dependency.
▪ In sum, the distributed leadership conceptualisation is more appropriately understood as an
emergent and fluid, rather than fixed phenomenon and the sum of the leaders’ work adds up
to more than the mere sum of the parts.
To move the debate forward in the Irish post-primary context, a number of key questions and
issues pertaining to the above must be addressed. Is this construction attainable? What are
the implications for principals and teachers? How are power relations constructed and
mediated? There is no doubt that, in educational design, this conceptualisation entails new
and reflective modes of understanding for principals. As discussed in 2.4, principals are in a
key position to move this forward by enabling and providing space for the leadership of
others. This can be achieved by building leadership capacity and providing opportunities for
teacher leadership.

The issue of teacher leadership is central to the debate, particularly in respect of the leadership
capacity of the teacher in the classroom. As discussed throughout this thesis, the challenge for
school leadership practice is to engage and connect with the core dimension of schooling,
teaching and learning. Reflecting on the distributed leadership construct from this
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perspective, requires a two-pronged approach: (i) broadening and deepening the instructional
leadership capacity of the teacher in the classroom and providing mechanisms whereby
teachers are enabled to work collaboratively to reach a collective goal, and (ii) connecting the
distributed conceptualisation with instructional leadership in a meaningful way.
This point brings questions of power and influence to the debate, particularly in relation to
how the principal uses his/her power to distribute leadership by creating the internal
conditions in which distributed leadership can function. As discussed in section 2.5, it is
important to bear in mind that distributing leadership within a school requires a shift in power
and control, requiring alternative school structures that support alternative forms of
leadership.

A key dimension of the distributed leadership construct, as discussed in 2.3 and 3.0, is that
any debate on educational leadership must take cognisance of factors that are culturally
specific, as any enactment of leadership practice is mediated by contextual factors, historical
legacies and societal factors. In sum, and in respect of this point, there are two salient
dimensions which are pertinent to any discussion on the Irish socio-historical context. As
discussed in Chapter 3, they are: (i) the very particular circumstances of the Irish sociohistorical context, characterised in the hegemonic influence of the Catholic Church in shaping
ethos and mediating school leadership. Leadership was traditionally hierarchical in character,
with the teacher being denied agency, teachers were positioned at the bottom of the
hierarchical ladders, with no authentic middle management layers. Legacies of this model
continue to be deeply embedded; (ii) reform agendas and shifting power relations of the past
twenty five years, shaped by more active, prescriptive state interventions to meet
accountability and statutory mandates.

Implementing contemporary distributed leadership theory is, thus, challenging given
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Ireland’s unique historical legacies. As we construct and negotiate the road to the future of
Irish education and, in aligning the notion of distributed leadership with instructional
leadership, the challenges are threefold (i) to relinquish modes of practice that are no longer
fit for purpose, (ii) to promote inclusive, distributed models of leadership that enable greater
capacity-building, system re-design and school improvement and, (iii) because this requires
considerable energy, has an inherent emotional dimension and cannot be achieved on a
system-wide level, by principals acting alone, there needs to be a space for debate on the
theory in a wider national context. Within the context of schools, the future will require
principals who are themselves empowered to engage with the construct of distributed
leadership and to share leadership and enable the co-construction of knowledge in innovative
and creative ways. It cannot be expected that this will happen “by chance” and will require
broader discussion in respect of modes of engagement. Needless to say, the debate also
presents challenges to the research community to engage in more research in Ireland and
contribute to further theory development.

8.2 Empirical Findings
A number of key findings have been extracted for further analysis and discussion.
Definitions and Understandings of Leadership
Consistent with the literature, as discussed in Chapter 2, the findings indicate that the
participants construct school leadership as being “a job too big for one person.” Across all
three “communities of practice”, there is an explicit recognition of the increasingly complex
and challenging role of the school principal, whose leadership role and identity are
constructed in terms of mediating external variables, in the guise of mandated policies and
accountability regimens, with the internal life-world of the school community. There is an
implicit recognition that, in mediating these contrasting realities, the hierarchical construct is
a constraint and the notion of the heroic solo leader at the apex of the organisational structure
317

no longer pertains. Among all participants, there is a widespread support for a distributed
model of leadership, though it is important to point out, that the concept does not explicitly
form part of the discourse in the case-study schools.
A deep insight garnered from the empirical findings suggests that in the participants’
conceptualisations, leadership has a multi-faceted character, “is difficult to define” and the
way in which it is conceptualised is dependent on the school’s stage of development and, as
discussed in preceding chapters, on the particular type of production in which the school is
embedded. What this study clearly reveals is that leadership is multidimensional with
transformational, moral and shared dimensions. What is also clear from the evidence is that
any attempt at analysing leadership practice must recognise that school principals figure very
prominently in the narrative and, consistent with the literature as discussed in Chapter 2, they
employ multiple leadership styles and strategies to affect leadership distribution. While,
implicitly, across all the case-study schools, there is an expectation that school principals
create the environments to enable the diffusion and distribution of leadership practice, the
tone of the discourses, however, indicates that this is a reciprocal process.

In respect of this conversation, while there are inconsistencies in the discourses and
different constructions of leadership across the case-study schools, the following key
dimensions may be extracted to give deeper insights and to capture how leadership routines
are understood and co-performed. (1) Many of the understandings are “inferential” and
depend on the opportunities followers have to observe events and activities in which the
leaders are involved. (2) Consistent with the literature, as discussed in Chapter 2, what is
clear from the evidence is that many participants found it difficult to explain the exact
meaning of leadership in its various forms. Procedurally, however, what is clear is that
leading and managing are not static activities, the whole process is relational and grounded in
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emotional inter-subjectivities and organisational connectedness. The findings also indicate
that each school has developed its own shared repertoire, and what is clearly significant,
across the case-study schools, is that our endeavours and structures are as complex as we are
and practice resides in the “community of practice” and the relations of “mutual engagement”
(Wenger, 2008).

Ethos
A distributed leadership perspective suggests that the development of leadership practice
needs to give careful attention to the school situation, including tools, routines and other
aspects (Spillane, 2006). In this debate, as discussed in Chapters 2 and 3, while much
attention is given in the literature to factors related to a school’s history and culture and the
fact that activity systems can only be understood against the background of their own
histories, few studies have engaged with the powerful influence a school’s ethos exerts on
leadership practice. The current research findings provide deep insight into how any
enactment of leadership practice, in the case-study schools, is underpinned by and embedded
in an ethos of care, nurture and higher-order values. What is clearly evident in participants’
narratives is that leadership practice constantly interweaves and mediates external,
prescriptive legislative requirements and accountability mandates with a commitment to the
school’s ethos and value system. The evidence clearly highlights that both the process and
influence relationships have a top-down, bottom-up and lateral character. Consistent with the
literature, this type of production also emphasises the influential space and agency occupied
by teachers in the leadership process, as across the case-study schools, they express a
commitment to safeguarding ethos.

A salient finding is that a key dimension which must be addressed is the denominational
component of ethos. The discussions with the participants indicate that the Christian ethos
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underpins and frames the characteristic spirit of schools, across all sectors. How teachers
view the world consists of deeply embedded subjectivities which are rooted in a Christian and
Catholic view of the world. This evidence clearly indicates that, despite unprecedented
changes in the Irish educational landscape, as discussed in preceding chapters, in many cases
there is great continuity with the past and traditional paradigms continue to have salience in
Irish education.

To extend the debate, another important variable closely allied to the caring, pastoral
view of the world, and which other studies on the distributed leadership conceptualisation
have not taken into account, is the construct of vocation. A prominent important finding in
this study indicates that any analysis of the implementation of distributed leadership practices
must take account of the emotional dimensions of being. In the interviews with the
participants, teacher agency is constructed as having a vocational and ethical component.
This leads me to conclude that any attempt to comprehend leadership in Irish post-primary
schools must endeavour to understand these key dimensions of teachers identity which are
embedded in our culture and history.

Instructional Leadership
In any analysis on the enactment of school leadership, it is essential to make explicit the
relationship between instruction and leadership and to address how school leadership
practice connects with the core of schooling, i.e. teaching and learning.

In exploring the how of leadership practice, a key finding in the evidence from the case-study
schools is that distributed models of instructional leadership practice are variously enacted.
While all principals espouse that they are instruction-oriented and are strongly committed to
student learning and achievement, practices are configured differently in schools, largely
determined by school histories and contexts. In some instances strong collaborative cultures
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exist, where new forms of “co-performance” are enacted, for example as subject departments
engage in meaningful professional dialogue, reflective and innovative practices. In other
instances, more traditional forms of engagement exist, with collaborative cultures being more
evolutionary in character.

Across all the case-study schools, however, a significant finding meriting further research and
discussion (an issue not addressed in the WSE reports) is that the isolationist culture continues
to pertain. As discussed in preceding chapters, traditionally in Ireland, the teacher has had
virtual autonomy in the classroom, operating behind a “closed door” culture. Across the casestudy schools, the principals express a reticence to counter that culture, in deference to staff
sensibilities and micro-politics and to remnants of a culture where the powerful teacher
unions vehemently supported the “closed door” system. From an instructional leadership
perspective this presents challenges to principals and school communities to negotiate
meaning anew.

One of the most salient findings from this research in the context of distributed instructional
leadership is a debate on curriculum and curriculum change. A majority of protagonists
generally perceive curricular issues in terms of subject content, with classroom practice being
very teacher-directed and with student thinking, self-reflection and self-evaluation being
side-lined in the discourse. Also worthy of note is the frustration expressed by teachers with
the centrally-devised, prescribed curricula, which are instantiations of top-down, vertical state
control. Curriculum development and change in Ireland are legacies of historically
hierarchical models of practice. These issues have implications for future practice and will be
discussed later in this chapter.

Managerial Leadership
As elucidated in Chapter 2, one of the greatest challenges that education will face over the
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forthcoming decades is understanding leadership practice as a basis for thinking about its
improvement. The empirical evidence in this thesis in respect of managerial leadership gives
deep insights: (i) in that it greatly contributes to our understanding of the nature of leadership
practice in Irish post-primary schools and, (ii) it can be utilised as a tool for reflecting on how
leadership practice can be re-shaped and re-framed to meet the needs of the twenty-first
century. At the outset, two key points emerging from the evidence are: first, there is no single
global view of what constitutes managerial leadership, but its enactment, as an aspect of
organisational design must take the local into account. The emergence of new forms of
organisational routines is mediated by the historical background and socio-cultural context
of each school as a “community of practice”. Second, the trajectories of leadership practice
vary between schools, as schools are at different stages on the road to constructing agentic,
distributed and enabling models of practice.

Notwithstanding these aspects, however, there are a number of components common to all
schools, which merit further discussion. There is a considerable focus on capacity-building,
with authority and agency being distributed, in both formal and informal structures. The
formal positional structures are constructed in middle management teams comprising post of
responsibility holders (who receive remuneration for their post of responsibility work), Year
Heads, Class Tutors and Subject Department Co-ordinators. The informal structures are more
fluid and emergent and are often specific to a single task or pursuit, including extra-curricular
activities.

A key dimension of informal school leadership, which has an uniquely Irish character and
which does not receive significant attention in the distributed leadership literature, is
volunteerism, as already discussed in preceding chapters. In addressing this essential
component of practice in Irish post-primary schools, it must be understood in the very
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particular Irish socio-historical context. It aligns closely with the concept of teaching as a
vocation, as discussed earlier, and with the Christian tradition and commitment to
volunteering in one’s community. The findings suggest, however, that there are fears and
tensions being expressed by the participants that the recent embargo on promotional
posts may adversely impact on teachers’ willingness to volunteer. This has implications for
practice in schools and in Engestromian terms, opens up a new layer of work for analysis,
negotiation and problem-solving.

In activity-theoretical terms, the embargo on promotional posts and attendant depletion
of the middle management structure of schools, may be constructed as one of the primary
disturbances or contradictions currently pervading our activity systems. A key assumption
underpinning the empirical evidence is that the embargo has led to a considerable increase in
the administrative and managerial work of the principal and deputy principal and detracts
from their instructional leadership role. The findings provide deep insights into how
principals manage these disturbances. In respect of this discussion and, consistent with
the literature as discussed in sections 2.4 and 2.5 of this thesis, to really understand how
leadership is distributed, it is necessary to explore actual behaviours and influences associated
with core leadership practices. In the current austerity context, the leadership behaviours of
the principal are opportunistically and strategically managed, they distribute leadership by
persuasion, negotiation, asking favours and expending considerable emotional energy by
employing motivational tools. Regarding this point, however, as schools engage with these
new and emerging realities and because school communities have shared repertoires, the
challenge for school leadership is to construct the disturbance as a challenge and opportunity
to negotiate and produce new meanings.
WSE Findings
While the empirical findings give voice and deep insights into the internal lebenswelt of
323

the case-study schools, the analysis on the WSE reports has given profound
understandings into the thought-world of the inspectorate. Integrating both sets of
findings gives a comprehensive and significant perspective on leadership practice in Irish
post-primary schools. There are a number of key understandings which may be garnered
from the WSE reports.
Trajectory. Consistent with the empirical evidence, a pertinent finding is that different school
communities are at different stages of development, with leadership practice being
variously understood, interpreted and enacted. In drilling deeper, it is evident that any
attempt to understand leadership practice must connect local interpretations and
contextual factors with broader discourses. In respect of this point, while the WSE
reports privilege a discourse of advocacy and prescriptivism, the evidence indicates, and
consistent with the Wengerian notion of trajectories as discussed throughout the thesis, that
each new tool or externally mandated routine has to be understood and explored as an event
on a trajectory, where schools incorporate the past and the future in negotiating the present.
Competing discourses. To extend the above point and, consistent with the empirical
findings, a salient finding indicates that socio-cultural and historical themes, along with
traditional codes of behaviour and consciousness situated in school ethos continue to inform
practice in Irish post-primary schools. The findings support the notion that alignment with
the higher-order values of respect, trust, care, nurture and inclusion are integral to shaping the
discourse of the internal life-world of the schools. While there is an acknowledgement on the
part of the evaluators of the value of aligning with traditional mores, the WSE reports
introduce a contrasting order of discourse, mandating responsibility and accountability,
situated in a regulatory, neo-liberal quality-assurance agenda. These two contrasting valueladen agendas reveal that alignment is a complex issue and, congruent with Wenger’s (1998)
perspective, as discussed in Chapter 2, that educational design is caught in a tension between
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the local and the global. What is explicitly evident in the findings is that the challenge for
school leadership is to mediate and balance the two orders of discourse. It must be taken into
account, however, that the work of mediating and “brokering” is itself complex and requires
considerable negotiation. This process certainly has implications for policy and practice and
will be discussed at greater length later in the chapter.
Leadership. The exploration of the WSE reports clearly indicates that leadership itself is a
complex phenomenon and not easy to define, resulting in ambiguities with respect to the
issue. Though a conceptualisation of an agreed DES model of a collegial and collaborative
practice is not proposed, however, the finding is that a key assumption underpinning the
construct is the view that a collaborative approach is both required and recommended for
school development and for the quality of teaching and learning. Two key points must be
made in respect of this aspect of the findings. (1) While a distribution and sharing of
leadership is implied, there are inconsistencies in the discourse with the term “delegation”
being used in some reports, while the term “distribution” is used in other reports. How do we
interpret these orders of discourse? It may be argued that the terms represent two ends on a
continuum, whereby the use of the term “delegation” may be construed as being redolent of a
heroic way of leading and managing whereby the subject is given a task to complete, to a
distributed conceptualisation on the other end, where there is an emphasis on collaboration,
trust, sharing and empowerment. As these perspectives represent different ways of looking at
the world, it is necessary to ascertain the mechanisms by which the inspectorate reifies the
discourse of its practices and negotiates its shared repertoires. The argument may be made,
however, that while there is a lack of clarity and inherent ambiguity, this can be viewed
positively and can present opportunities for the negotiation of new meanings. (2) While the
discourse of collaboration suggests a sharing and distribution of power, ironically however,
the findings lead me to conclude that there is a lack of a meaningful partnership and
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dialogical approach in the evaluator-school leaders’ relationship. In activity-theoretical terms,
because of the lack of space for debate in the reports, what is missing from this tableau are the
communicative aspects of activity, along with the interdependency and co-configuration
in Irish post-primary education. This is particularly significant, as currently there are major
historical changes in school organisations.
Instructional leadership. In respect of instructional leadership, a noteworthy point is that
there are complete silences in respect of whether principals visit classrooms to engage with
students on their learning or with teachers on their teaching, or indeed if there is peer review
and evaluation. It may well be assumed that the silences are in deference to historical legacies
where, traditionally as pointed out in preceding chapters, teachers have been virtually
autonomous in their classrooms, highly unionised and resentful of any monitoring. Consistent
with Engestrom’s (2008) elucidation, as discussed in Chapters 3, 6 and 7, over many decades,
this aspect of the culture of the classroom has remained stable and uniform, underpinned
by subliminal taken-for-granted assumptions about this dimension of practice. The
evidence emanating from the analysis on the WSE reports leads me to conclude that these
tacit assumptions continue without being discussed. There is, thus, a clear need to re-frame
and re-consider this dimension of practice if we are to authentically engage with this core
aspect of schooling.

8.3 Recommendations
In exploring and answering the research question, How is leadership defined, understood
and enacted in Irish post-primary schools? and in synthesising the empirical findings,
this research study has brought to light a number of issues which have implications for
policy, practice and future research as we construct the road to the future of educational
leadership in Irish post-primary schools.
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Implications for Policy
A number of findings which have implications for policy, policy-makers and the inspectorate
need to be addressed at greater length.
Conceptualisations of Leadership
The findings provide evidence that, at policy level, there are inconsistencies and a lack of
clarity in the official discourses on conceptualisations of leadership. There is also a lack of a
meaningful partnership and dialogical approach in the policy-makers/evaluating teams –
school leaders’ relationship. This relationship currently has a linear, top-down character,
constructed in prescriptive terms and redolent of more traditionally hierarchical modes of
practice. This has implications for policy on two levels. First, in activity-theoretical terms,
the debate on school leadership has to combine the subject-object-subject aspects of activity,
whereby the various subjects (policy-makers, inspectorate, school leaders) engage with the
object (school leadership) as a shared, negotiated enterprise. This perspective has the
potential to open the door to dynamic forms of engagement and give school communities
more autonomy in leading and shaping their own practice.

Second, there needs to be an open debate on school leadership and how it is conceptualised,
by engaging all participants in the process. There also needs to be a space for classroom
teachers to reflect on and engage in the process and also to shape the leadership discourse
beyond the boundaries of their own classrooms. In respect of this discussion, to address the
frustrations, tensions and perceived lack of voice experienced by school leaders, there needs
to be a forum where the participants can meaningfully engage with the inspectorate in matters
of educational design. For example, in the context of whole-school evaluations, educational
design is conceptualised according to the evaluators’ prescriptive frame. A pertinent question
is why not frame the design according to a different architecture to reflect the views of school
leaders?

Why not create a space (or perhaps an appendix) in each report, whereby school
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leaders can discuss and contribute to debate on educational leadership and design in Irish
post-primary schools? In this way, in Wengerian terms, I propose that meaning could be
negotiated as part of a process of mutual engagement and would, thereby, form a key
dimension of an interactive and distributed process.
Instructional Leadership
The empirical evidence in this thesis clearly indicates that, in any exploration of distributed
conceptualisation of leadership, the construct of instructional leadership is emerging as the
“new kid on the block”. In the context of this debate, as discussed in the empirical chapters,
there is a need to give voice to the silences around the traditionally pervasive isolationist
construct, whereby the teacher had virtual autonomy in his/her classroom. This prompts two
observations. First, it calls for a greater flow of ideas in Irish post-primary schools on how
instructional leadership practice is to be enacted as deep learning comes through the coconstruction of knowledge. Second, it proposes practical strategies to enable the enactment
of models of instructional leadership. I propose coaching as a mutually influential tool in the
enactment of distributed instructional leadership practice. Significant steps towards it are
evident in a project currently being undertaken in the Cork region. A group of six schools has
embarked on an instructional leadership initiative as part of a NAPD-led pilot project
undertaken in conjunction with the inspectorate in order to develop and embed instructional
leadership practices in the fabric and culture of their school organisations. The focus of this
initiative aspires to deliver excellent learning, leading to: (i) creative independent life-long
learners who are well prepared for twenty first century living; (ii) quality of teaching that
enables student learning at the optimum level; (iii) a collaborative learning culture that
facilitates experimentation. A key component of this practice is peer engagement and
classroom observation by principals and deputy principals, in the first instance. The purpose
of classroom visits is, not to pass judgements on teachers, but to coach them to higher levels
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of performance and deep student learning. The rationale underpinning this model is to create
a community of learners, premised on power and knowledge being laterally distributed and,
where effective teachers are the architects of their own improvement.

This school-led initiative and capacity-building strategy poses challenges to policy-makers to
engage with school communities in meaningful negotiation and to acknowledge that schools
are not constants and that meaning is constantly being negotiated. The argument may thus be
made that there is a need for a systems approach to meeting the challenges facing schools in
the twenty first century. This further calls for a more dialogical and interactional construct
between school communities, the inspectorate and policy-makers. As the argument is made
for a more “open-door” classroom system, the traditional roles of policy-makers and the
inspector as “cigire” must also be mediated.

Managerial Leadership
As an extension of the above discussion, a key assumption underpinning the empirical
evidence is that, due to the current embargo on promotional posts and the disintegration of the
middle management structures in Irish post-primary schools, principals and deputy principals,
in an ever-increasing accountability climate spend an inordinate amount of time dealing with
the managerial and administrative dimensions of practice. This has the result of impeding and
marginalising the instructional leadership component of practice. While it is acknowledged
that each “community of practice” must find innovative ways to mediate the new realities and
to integrate them into their organisational designs, routines and practices, there is an onus of
responsibility on government and central decision-makers to positively assist school
communities in reconciling the new modes of belonging. I propose that consideration must
be given to appointing an administrator to schools, who would absorb the administrative and
paper-work, thereby, providing a space for the principal to meaningfully engage the school
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community in reflective and distributed instructional leadership practice. A relevant
promotional structure must also be debated and put in place by government. This is essential
for the development of the future leaders, principals and deputy principals of our schools and
to ensure that there is a high value placed on teaching as a profession.

Curriculum
The empirical research findings demonstrate that teachers are clearly reflective and evaluative
in relation to issues of curriculum. They are disheartened, however, that they have limited
voice and agency in matters of curriculum construction. Curriculum continues to be
prescriptive, with what counts as legitimate knowledge being codified by the NCCA. The
findings pose challenges to policy-makers to deeply reflect on what counts as knowledge, and
to engage in meaningful pedagogical debates with teachers, as practitioners in the classroom,
and not just to construct teachers as deliverers of curriculum. In Wengerian terms, this leads
to deeper questions and issues, how can we maximise the processes of negotiation of meaning
and what is the interaction between the planned and the emergent in teaching and learning?
These issues are beyond the scope of this thesis, but they are factors which policy-makers
must address.

Implications for Practice
In re-culturing schools, school leaders must always reflect on practice and modes of
belonging and alignment. In addition to the aspects outlined above, the research evidence
raises other aspects which have implications for practice.
Teacher Leadership
The empirical evidence raises critical questions concerning the future direction of teacherleadership in Irish post-primary schools and how it might be operationalised. The findings
also clearly reveal that there is a challenge for school leaders to make visible and explicit the
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concept of teacher leadership. Meaning must be negotiated internally in school organisations
by looking at constructive creative changes and leadership configurations that would have the
greatest potential for the development of school leadership. It is essential that the confidence
and leadership skills of teachers are developed, nurtured and supported. This can begin with
the pedagogical leadership functions of teachers by enabling the development of interactive
and dialogical practices between teachers. In respect of this discussion, one leader-plus
component of distributed leadership practice linking leadership practice more closely with
holistic organisational learning and which merits consideration by school leaders is the
concept of team-teaching, which is practised in one of the case-study schools. From an
instructional leadership point of view, this presents challenges to principals, teachers and
whole-school communities to reflect on how effectively students are learning and on models
of practice that are being put in place to enable school improvement.
This aligns with Chief Inspector Harold Hislop’s (2011) view that collaboration among
teachers is clearly associated with the creation of instructional leadership practice among
teachers within schools and in the encouragement of critical professional dialogue between
teachers about the improvement of practice. Speaking at the launch of Team-Teaching DVD
(2011), a pilot project being undertaken by County Cork VEC, Chief Inspector Hislop,
pointed out that while team-teaching at post-primary level in Ireland has, until recently, been
relatively under-used and under-valued as an approach to support learning among diverse
students, the Department of Education and Skills has long advanced the view that additional
resources to support students should be used in as inclusive a manner as possible. To move
the debate forward, the argument may be made that in opening up the classroom, teamteaching may be constructed as an important tool in that process. This poses challenges for
principals to put in place mechanisms to re-culture schools and re-orient the viewpoint of
teachers in negotiating this particular mode of belonging.
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Local networks
Another innovative artefact in (re)conceptualising and (re)considering school leadership, and
which was cited in one of the WSE reports and in one of the case-study schools is the
development and sharing of expertise in local networks. I am involved in such a local
network, where teachers across a cluster of six schools share expertise, collaborate and
mutually engage on issues of curriculum pertaining to the new Junior Certificate. While this
practice is at an embryonic stage, it indicates that one key tool on the road to constructing the
future of Irish educational leadership implies boundary crossing in the guise of local
cooperation. While it is acknowledged that there may be barriers to the enactment of this
type of practice, due to traditional norms of school isolationism and competition, it does
indicate that an important aspect of the work (and, by extension leadership) of any
“community of practice” is to create a picture of a broader context in which its practice is
located. The challenge for school leaders is to make that visible to the school communities
and to illuminate that identity , as discussed in Chapter 2 in relation to Wenger’s construct
of “communities of practice”, as combining multiple forms of membership and having the
potential to cross boundaries.

Implications for Further Research
While the current study is small-scale in its extent and, while it is not possible to generalise
from the findings, it offers a powerful empirical lens to illuminate the reality of leadership
practice in the case-study schools. Consistent with the literature review, it indicates that
schools are actively re-conceptualising, re-structuring and re-aligning leadership practice to
connect the lived school reality to the increasingly complex world of education and
accelerated pace of change. The evidence clearly highlights that, as we construct the road to
the future of Irish education, it is essential that we, as educators, explore new ways of
thinking about leadership. The current study has brought to light some key issues which
332

require further research, to knit together the patches on the Irish educational quilt.
▪ Because there is a dearth of research in the Irish educational context, there needs to be a
contextual programme of leadership research drawing on diverse methodologies,
encompassing statistical, longitudinal and qualitative approaches. This programme of
leadership research needs to be supported and resourced by the DES. If schools and school
leaders are to be successful, the DES and policy-makers must show a willingness to
meaningfully research new findings pertinent to leadership practice.
▪ As discussed earlier, the core of schooling is teaching and learning and, by extension any
construct of leadership must give priority to leading learning and the instructional leadership
components of practice. It is essential that voice is given to the silences around this
dimension of practice, as it is currently constructed in the Irish post-primary context.
Research providing exemplars of best practice in this field would provide school communities
with deep understandings to effectively promote this mode of practice in schools.
▪ This research proposes the formation of school-to-school networks as a new, emergent form
of collaborative practice, whereby new knowledge would be co-constructed, with subjects
working to a shared set of objectives. This aligns with Wenger’s (1998) suggestion, as
discussed in preceding chapters, that as participation and reification can create continuities
across boundaries, we can participate in multiple communities of practice at once. As
boundary-crossing will be a feature of school organisations in the future, there is a need for a
new framework for thinking about leadership. Thus, there needs to be a DES-supported pilot
project on operationalising networks/clusters as a mode of belonging, with the research
findings being disseminated to schools, managerial bodies and professional organisations.
▪ A key finding in the research is the uniquely Irish triangular relationship between school
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ethos, constructing teaching as a vocation and the pervasive spirit of volunteerism
characteristic of Irish post-primary schools. There is need for a body of research on these
constructions. How does school ethos, as a tool, mediate the discourse of new public
management? Is the adherence to ethos real or is it merely rhetoric? Have austerity measures
and the embargo on promotional posts impacted on volunteerism? How do school
communities mediate these disturbances? Answers to these questions will provide insights
into how school communities (re)negotiate meaning and continue to develop shared
repertoires.

8.4 Conclusion
This study set out to expand the knowledge on leadership in Irish post-primary schools,
by considering leadership within the context of contemporary distributed leadership
theory. The research was guided by the primary research question:
How is leadership defined, understood and enacted in Irish post-primary schools?
The journey undertaken to answer the question has been at times arduous, largely
because of the fact that I am a practising post-primary principal and time constraints
often impeded the road. That said, the journey, which has turned out to be a labour of
love, has been both illuminating and liberating. I have been privileged to access the
work of seminal authors (Peter Gronn, Yrjo Engestrom, James P. Spillane, Etienne
Wenger) who have given me the theoretical tools to deeply reflect on and engage with
the topic. I have also been privileged to engage with school communities, at a deep level.
The collaboration and discussions have provided a lens for me to look at my own practice and
consider deeply how I am enabling a model of collaborative leadership practice. I believe that
the journey has given me the tools to confidently explore dimensions of my own practice.

In reflecting on the research journey, as pointed out earlier, while the study is small-scale in
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its scope, it has, however, provided a powerful lens on practice in Irish post-primary schools
and brought to the table many pertinent questions for debate and further research. A
recommendation for future researchers in the field would be to consider observational
evidence and shadowing of the various protagonists in a school organisation over a period of
time. Observing practice could prove be a useful tool in enhancing the robustness of the
findings. As a practising principal, due to time constraints and difficulties in accessing the
actual practices, that methodology was not an option for me.

While the study has comprehensively answered the primary research question and illuminated
the nuances and complexities of leadership, it has in fact opened and posed as many questions
as it answered. Fundamentally, what it has revealed is that while schools have an ability to
and nurture scope for agency, there are many different types of alignment and forms of
participation. This aligns with Wenger’s (1998) suggestion, as discussed in preceding
chapters, that as we go through these different forms of participation, our identities form
trajectories within and across communities of practice.

Thus, this poses a challenge to key stakeholders in the educational field to constantly explore,
debate and develop new understandings and conceptualisations of educational leadership for
the twenty-first century Irish post-primary educational landscape. While the present research
journey has ended, in the broader sense it marks a beginning, as it has opened up new
questions, possibilities and a roadmap for new research journeys, to explore the constantly
evolving field of school leadership and to give school leaders voice and ownership of that
endeavour. In respect of this point, I leave the final word to Etienne Wenger:
As instruments of alignment, leadership, authority and policies all have the potential to
become resources for negotiating meaning........ This focus on the negotiation of
meaning is a focus on the potential for new meanings embedded in an organisation.
(2008:262).
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Appendix 1 Letters of Invitation and Consent
Appendix 1 (a) Letter of Explanation and Invitation to Participate to Principals and
Chairpersons of Boards of Management.

SEOLADH
February 2010

A Chara,
I am researching the nature of leadership practice and decision-making in Irish post-primary
schools for a Doctoral Thesis being undertaken with the School of Education in University
College Cork. The thesis methodology is a case study of leadership practice in a small
number of second level schools.
Thank you for allowing me initial verbal consent to work in your school. The research will
involve interviews being conducted in your school with the Principal, Deputy Principal, 5-6
teachers, and a selected number (3-4) of members of the Parents’ Association who voluntarily
agree to participate in the research. Participants have the option of withdrawing before the
study commences or discontinuing after data collection has started. The interviews will take
place in the school at a time and place which is convenient to those participating. Detailed
information and consent forms will be provided to participants.
In accordance with Codes of Ethics pertaining to research, anonymity is assured. The identity
of the school and the participants will not be revealed. I will ensure that no clues as to the
identity of the school or the participants will appear in the thesis. Any extracts from what
participants say, that are quoted in the thesis, will be entirely anonymous.
The data will be kept confidential for the duration of the study. On completion of the thesis,
they will be retained for a further six months and then destroyed. The results will be
presented in the thesis. They will be seen by my supervisor, another internal UCC examiner
and an external examiner. The thesis may be read by future students on the course. The study
may be published in a research journal and may be used in presentations and publications as
part of the dissemination of the research.
The aim of the research is to analyse and consider the nature of leadership practice in postprimary schools in Ireland and, thereby, to contribute to an important corpus of knowledge.
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I thank you most sincerely for you school’s participation in the research, I could not do this
without your support and trust. If you require any further information or clarification, do not
hesitate to contact me on mmmcorcoran@eircom.net

Is mise le meas,

Margaret (Corcoran) O’Donovan.
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Appendix 1 (b) Letters of Invitation and Consent Forms to Participants

SEOLADH

February 2010

A chara,
As part of the requirements for the PhD in Education degree at University College Cork, I
have to carry out a research study. My study is concerned with leadership practice in Irish
post-primary schools, looking, in particular, at the leadership roles of the principal, deputy
principal and teachers in the decision-making processes in the school.
The study will involve me visiting the school and interviewing participants. The interviews
will be audio-recorded so that data may be presented more accurately. I am inviting you to
participate in the research, as your experience and comments will be suitable to provide data
for this study.
In keeping with ethical guidelines re the conduct of research, anonymity is assured. When I
write my thesis, quotes or extracts from what you say in the interview may be included and
also in any papers which may be published. These quotes and extracts will be entirely
anonymous. I will ensure that no clues to your identity will appear in the thesis.
The data will be kept confidential for the duration of the study. On completion of the thesis,
they will be retained for a further six months and then destroyed.
The results will be presented in the thesis. They will be seen by my supervisor, a second
internal UCC examiner and the external examiner. The thesis may be read by future students
on the course. The study may be published in an academic journal.
I don’t envisage any negative consequences for you in taking part.
Taking part in the
research study is completely voluntary. You can withdraw your participation at any time and
you can withdraw permission to use the data within two weeks of the interview, in which case
the material will be deleted.
If you need any further information you can contact me at mmmcorcoran@eircom.net If you
agree to take part in the study, please sign the consent form attached.
I thank you most sincerely for participating in the research.
Is mise le meas
Margaret (Corcoran) O’Donovan
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CONSENT FORM

I _________________________________ agree to participate in Margaret (Corcoran)
O’Donovan’s research study.

The purpose and nature of the study has been explained to me in writing.

I am participating voluntarily.

I understand that I can withdraw from the study, without repercussions at any time, whether
before it starts or while I am participating.

I understand that anonymity will be ensured in the write-up by disguising my identity.
I agree to the interview being audio-recorded.

I understand that disguised extracts from my interview may be quoted in the thesis and any
subsequent publications if I give permission below:

Please delete as appropriate:
I agree / I do not agree to quotation / publication of extracts from my interview.

Signed: ____________________________

Date: ___________________

On students’ consent forms, the following will also be included:
Signature of Parent/Guardian: ______________________
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Date:______________

Appendix 2 Indicator of Prompt Questions posed to Principals and Deputy
Principals
The following is a sample set of prompt questions posed to Principals and Deputy Principals
in the case-study schools. It is important to note that the sample set is simply that, each
interview was fluid and dynamic, developed its own trajectory and negotiated its own
meaning. Needless to say many of the questions were followed by secondary questions and
comments such as, Please elaborate; Why do you say that? How do you feel about ......?

Biographical Questions
1. How many years have you been in your current position?
2. Were you an internal or external appointee?
3. Did you have job-specific training prior to assuming your position? Do you think it
important that such training is provided?
4. How many teachers and students are in the school?
Leadership Questions
1. Can you tell me about a typical day in your life as principal or deputy principal?
2. What are your ideas on leadership? How do you define leadership?
3. How would you describe your style of leadership? What practices constitute that
style?
4. What is your understanding of distributed leadership?
5. Who takes responsibility for leadership work? How are responsibilities arranged?
6. Would you see leadership being confined to the principal / deputy principal or do you
see it as being broader than that?
7. Would you consider that you do more leadership or management roles or is there a
difference between them?
8. Are there regular principal / deputy meetings? Formal or informal?
9. What are the decision-making procedures in the school? Can people make decisions,
and, if so, what types of decisions, without you being part of that process?
10. How do you empower people to be leaders themselves?
11. Would you seek the advice of teachers? Year Heads? Assistant Principals?
12. How are post of responsibility holders appointed? Efficacy of that system?
13. Do you have structured meetings with post of responsibility holders, both assistant
principals and special duties teachers? If so, what type of agenda/issues?
14. What about teachers who do not have posts of responsibility, are there opportunities
for them to exercise leadership? How do you develop that culture? Is there a clear
sense among post-holders of belonging to a team?
15. Staff meetings – who chairs staff meetings? Is there a space for teachers chairing
meetings?
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16. Would you consider teamwork as being an important ingredient of your school
culture? How do you facilitate the development of teamwork and collegial models of
practice? How do you nurture a sense of team?
Instructional Leadership
1. How do you lead learning in the school? How do you position yourself as a leader of
learning?
2. Do you get a chance to teach classes?
3. Is it difficult for a principal/deputy principal to spend time on instructional leadership
when much of your time is taken up with managerial and administrative tasks? How
do you mediate and reconcile these aspects of practice?
4. Do you visit classrooms? Do you visit classrooms to observe and participate in the
teaching/learning process? Would you ever discuss their teaching with teachers or
their learning with students?
5. Do you think it is important to support teacher learning and reflective practice? How
do you support and facilitate that

School Ethos / Culture Questions
1. Can you please tell me a little bit about the school, its historical development, for
example.
2. How would you describe the ethos, culture and philosophy of education of this
school?
3. Is the religious tradition manifest in the school? How does that form part of the dayto-day life of the school? Do you feel that the school ethos / culture plays a part in
shaping your leadership? To what extent?
4. How do you reconcile the school’s ethos with the changing face of society, for
example, issues of inclusion and diversity in their various guises?

Questions on Challenges
1. What do you consider are the greatest challenges facing principals, as school leaders,
at this time? What strategies do you have to negotiate these challenges?
2. Have the recent austerity measures and embargo on promotional posts affected you?
How do you manage that situation?
3. What mechanisms have you put in place to deal with the many changes and legislative
mandates of the current era? Do you view DES policies as opportunities or
constraints?
4. Can you give me examples of how you negotiate with teachers? Is volunteerism part
of the picture? How significant do you consider its place in Irish education?
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Appendix 3 Indicator of Prompt Questions posed to Teachers
The following is a sample set of questions posed to teachers in the case-study schools. It is
important to note that these are just samples of prompts as interviews were fluid and traversed
a journey depending on perspectives and insights that each interviewee proffered. Points
raised by participants were probed and discussed.

Biographical Questions.
1. How long have you been teaching in this school? What subjects do you teach?
2. Do you have a post of responsibility?
3. Would you ever volunteer for duties in the school, e.g. extra-curricular work or other
types of duties?

Leadership Questions
1. What is your understanding of the term leadership? Would you see it extending
beyond the principal and deputy principal?
2. Do you have a leadership role? Is there an opportunity for every teacher to be a
leader?
The following set of sample questions was posed to post of responsibility holders?
(i)

As a post of responsibility holder, would you see yourself as having a leadership
role?
(ii)
How did you acquire your post of responsibility, by seniority or following a
competitive interview?
(iii) What are your post of responsibility duties?
(iv)
Have you had any type of training for your post of responsibility?
(v)
As a post-holder, do you consider yourself part of a team of the school? Could
you say something more about the middle management structure.
(vi)
Are there structured team meetings with the principal and deputy principal? What
opportunities do you have to influence decision-making?
(vii) Would you consider that non-post of responsibility teachers have a leadership
role? Do they have opportunities to exercise leadership?
(viii) Do you have a view on the current moratorium on promotional posts? How do
you think it impacts on the school? On school leadership?
The following set of sample additional questions was posed to non-post of responsibility
holders?
(i)

What does the term leadership mean to you? Is it synonymous with the principal
and deputy principal?
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(ii)

(iii)
(iv)
(v)
(vi)
(vii)

I understand that many teachers who do not have a post of responsibility act as
Class Tutors – is that a voluntary role? What are the duties attached to the role? Is
it a leadership role – as Class Tutor would you see yourself as having a leadership
role?
Can you tell me something about your understanding of the middle management
structure.
Do you believe that middle management team meetings are important? Do you
have an opportunity to put forward issues for discussion at those meetings?
Is there a leadership voice for teachers without posts of responsibility? Can you
influence decision-making?
Do you feel that if you had an idea for something, whatever it is, that you could
bring it forward and propose it?
Would you liaise with Year Heads? Formally or informally?

Instructional Leadership
(1) How do you construct your role as leader of learning in the classroom?
(2) Do you have subject department teams? How are coordinators appointed? What is the
role of the coordinator? Are there formal/informal subject department meetings? How
often? What is the value of the meetings? Do you think that there is a sense of team
in the various subject departments
(3) Would you seek advice from other teacher(s) if you had a question/problem?
(4) Do you share resources and expertise? Would you visit each other’s classes to view
practice and to share methodologies, resources and expertise? Do/would you welcome
that idea?
Do/would you like the principal visiting your classes for the same
purpose?
(5) How do you reflect on and evaluate you own practice? How is /could that be
facilitated to assist you in your teaching? What is your responsibility in the process?
(6) Would you say that things have changed in respect of curriculum over the years? Is
there scope for teacher voice in curriculum development – would you view that as
being good for practice?
(7) Many teachers are involved in extra-curricular work, which is largely voluntary in
character – in these times of cutbacks and great uncertainty, do you think teachers will
withdraw their extra-curricular involvement?
(8) What do you think are the biggest challenges facing schools at this time? What is
your role and responsibility, as a classroom teacher, in leading learning at this time?

Questions on Ethos/Culture
(1) How would you define the school’s ethos and culture? Do you think it influences
your teaching in the classroom? How does it shape school leadership? Do you
consider that it is important to maintain and preserve school ethos?
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Appendix 4 Indicator of Prompt Questions posed to Parents’ Associations
Role in the School
1. How would you describe your role in the school? / Please give examples of things you
do/have done?
2. How often does the Parents’ Association meet? What kinds of items comprise the
agenda? Other than Parents’ Association members, who are the other attendees?
3. Do you consider that you have a voice in the school? How significant? How do you
see the value of the Parents’ Association?
4. Have you had any type of training for your role on the Parents’ Association?

Leadership Questions
1. How do you define leadership in the school context? Do you see it as being vested
only in the principal and deputy or is it more widely distributed than that?
2. What is your understanding of distributed/shared leadership? Understandings of
teacher leadership?
3. How do you assist the principal? Would you bring and discuss ideas with the
principal? What types of issues? How important is communication with the
principal?
Legislative accountability and cutbacks
1. Do you consider that the current legislative requirements and cutbacks affect the
school? Impact on the leadership of the school? Any implications for teachers’ hours?
Posts of responsibility?

Relationship with other Stakeholders
1. Do you have any contact with the Board of Management? Does the Parents’
Association formally meet with the Board? Is there / Would there be value in that?
2. Are you affiliated to the National Parents’ Association? What is its brief? What are
the pertinent issues?
Ethos / School Culture
1. How would you describe the ethos and mission of the school?
2. Who sets the tone for the school? Principal? Board of Management? Others?
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3. Would the school’s ethos influence your choice of school for your child?
4. (How) does the school ethos shape the leadership of the school?
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