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Abstract 
This qualitative study aims to explore the core leadership practices of school principals in the 
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. Given the exploratory nature of this study, a qualitative research design 

methodology was employed through which an in-depth, multi-perspective study of the practices of 

four secondary school principals was carried out. Employing a semi-structured interview protocol 

developed specifically for this study, data was collected from the principals and four teachers and 

four parents from each of the participating schools. The findings of the data analysis revealed that 

the principals demonstrated a repertoire of five core practices, namely, setting achievement goals, 

developing teachers, building strong relationships with parents, focusing on academic excellence 

and developing school climate. The principals enacted these core practices in a variety of ways. 

These core practices are discussed in detail along with the important implications for further 

research and practice. 
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Introduction 
School leadership is the second most important influence, besides the quality of teaching, for 
learning in a classroom (Leithwood et al., 2008). School leaders and their leadership 
practices have been found to provide effective instructional influence to promote a culture of 
learning for all students (Hallinger, 2010, 2011; Leithwood and Sun, 2018); encourage, 
support and motivate teachers (Leithwood et al., 2008; Leithwood and Sun, 2012); and 
provide impetus to school reforms, improvement and transformation (Davis and Darling-
Hammond, 2012; Public Impact Public, 2008; Tingle et al., 2017). Recent trends in the 
discourse of school leadership strongly 

 
 

Corresponding author: 
Mohammad Noman, School of Education and Modern Languages, Universiti Utara Malaysia, UUM-Sintok, Sintok 06010, 

Malaysia. 

Email: mdnoman@yahoo.com 

mailto:mdnoman@yahoo.com


2 Educational Management Administration & Leadership XX(X) 
 

 

indicate that it is rapidly veering away from established successful  leadership models and 
theories  and is more concentrated on the actual practices of school leaders, which vary according 
to the contexts of their schools. Leadership  practices of a school leader can be described as ‘the 
bundles  of activities’ (Leithwood, 2012: 5) that are effective and are an amalgamation of a 
distinct set of actions (Leithwood, 2012) which can be consistently improved based upon the 
school context. There has been a large number of recent studies that have explored the leadership  
practices of school  leaders around the world (Day et al., 2016; Gu and Johansson, 2013; Gurr, 
2015; Liu and Hallinger, 2017; Noman et al., 2017, 2018). These practices are consistent with the 
findings of Leithwood et al. (2008) who claim that every successful school leader possesses a 
repertoire of four core leadership practices, namely, building a vision and setting directions, 
understanding and developing people, redesigning the organization, and managing the teaching 
and learning program. In their latest study based upon recent empirical evidence, the same 
authors tested the validity of their  claims and found  it still relevant, with much stronger 
evidence for their claims (Leithwood et al., 2019). 

The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (KSA) is a unique country in many ways, including an 
education system that is gender segregated (Alyami and Floyd, 2019; Foy, 2017; Sulaimani 
and Elyas, 2018), has workforce Saudization (Al-Asfour and Khan, 2014), emphasizes 
religious instruction (Alam- een et al., 2014; Tibi, 2001) and also has a large number of 
teachers and principals who are not professionally trained for the job (Aldarweesh, 2003). 
While the Saudi context is unique in its structure, there is a scarcity of quality studies 
available on the practices of school principals from within the KSA (Hallinger and Hammad, 
2019; Hammad and Hallinger, 2017) despite a recent spurt in studies on the leadership 
practices of school principals from around the world. Therefore, the current study attempts 
to explore the leadership practices of school principals in four public schools in the KSA. 
The study is significant since it extends the current efforts to develop a global knowledge 
base of leadership practices of school principals (Noman et al., 2017, 2018). Moreover, in 
view of the scarcity of quality research on leadership practices from the KSA (Hallinger and 
Hammad, 2019; Hammad and Hallinger, 2017), it is hoped that this study will provide 
crucial perspectives on leadership practices from this part of the world. 

 

Leadership theories and leadership practices 
‘Leadership is one of the most observed and least understood phenomena on earth’ (Burns, 
1978: 2). It has been 50 years since James McGregor Burns made this famous statement and 
we are still not able to fully understand this phenomenon despite extensive research on 
leadership during these 50 years, producing innumerable, supposedly universal, leadership 
theories and models along the way. Early leadership theories focused on identifying diverse 
personality traits (Stogdill, 1948), followed by charismatic leadership (Bryman, 1992; 
House, 1977), and the theory of transforma- tional leadership was proposed by Bass (1985, 
1998). While these theories, along with numerous others, stood their ground with sound 
empirical evidence, they too had their weaknesses and none of these could prove the test of 
being a universal theory of leadership. In the last two decades, scholars have extensively 
explored leadership based upon its various styles (Cotton, 2003), its effectiveness (Branch et 
al., 2013; Fullan, 2004), its various competencies (Caroll et al., 2008; Northouse, 2012), its 
success (Wilson, 2011) and its ability to enhance student achievement (Hallinger, 2004). 
Scholars who studied the effects of prominent leadership models from theore- tical 
perspectives concluded that these theories do not apply effectively across contexts (Smothers 
et al., 2011 Willis et al., 2017), with one scholar predicting the imminent collapse of these 
theories due to their numerous variations and conceptual deficiencies (Andersen, 2018). 
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In a comprehensive review of leadership literature, Porter and McLaughlin (2006: 559) 
con- cluded that context has largely been excluded ‘like the weather: many talking about it, but 
very few doing much about it insofar as empirical research is concerned’. Recent studies 
have made it evident that successful leaders possess a repertoire of certain core practices that 
are enacted according to the immediate context where the leaders operate (Day et al., 2016; 
Gu and Johansson, 2013; Gurr, 2015; Leithwood, 2012; Liu and Hallinger, 2017; Noman et 
al., 2017, 2018). Schools differ in terms of physical resources, financial resources, 
manpower, community involvement (or lack of it), geographical location, demography, 
quality of teachers, and policies, among many other things, which greatly affect how 
principals operate. However, principals find ways through their core leadership practices to 
respond to them appropriately and become effective (Brauckmann and Schwarz, 2014; 
Fullan, 2004; Hallinger, 2018). 

 

School leadership in the KSA 
Saudi Arabia operates according to Islamic laws that permeate every aspect of its citizens ’ 
lives and is a major context to understand the practices of its leaders, since most of these 
practices are centralized or directed by religious and/or cultural aspects (Alameen et al., 
2014; Tibi, 2001).  The Ministry of Education (MOE), since its formal inception in 2003, 
makes all educational decisions, which include  framing of policies, creating educational  
programs, implementation,  and professional development of educational staff (Khalil and 
Karim, 2016). Before the estab- lishment of the MOE, a candidate needed a few years of 
teaching experience before being promoted to the position of a vice-principal and then the 
principal (Aldarweesh, 2003; Khalil   and Karim, 2016). There were few principals who 
were even directly promoted based upon their teaching experience. The principals required 
no formal training in educational administration or leadership, and, to make matters worse, 
in order to become a teacher in the KSA, a candidate   just needed to have two years of post-
secondary education (Aldarweesh, 2003; Khalil and  Karim, 2016). 

However, things have improved since then with a new wave of educational reforms in the 
KSA. 

In 2007, the government proposed a new vision and strategy to bring about substantive change in     
the way students are educated in the KSA. The project, called the King Abdullah bin Abdul-Aziz 
Project for Public Education Development, popularly known as ‘Tatweer’, was launched with the 
aim of transforming the Saudi educational system to be relevant to the needs of the 21st century 
(Tatweer, 2010). One of the major aims of this initiative is ‘to provide students with 21st-century 
capabilities and attitudes that will help them grow into productive citizens who engage with the 
rest   of the world positively’ (Tatweer, 2010: 4). Crucially, Tatweer also provides qualification 
guide- lines for candidates aspiring to become principals; a degree and eight years  of  experience  
in  teaching and administration being the minimum requirement (Khalil and Karim, 2016). 
Tatweer    does not stop at merely raising the entry qualifications  of  a principal,  but  also offers  
scholarships for aspiring principals to further their studies in the field of educational leadership 
and adminis-  tration and provides them with an opportunity to obtain a certificate in the field of 
educational leadership from select Saudi universities (Ministry of Education, 2013). Moreover, 
Tatweer also develops  current school leaders through professional  development  activities, 
focusing specifically  on acquiring leadership skills (Ministry of Education, 2013). 

Thus it is apparent that the Ministry of Education has recently taken few bold steps to 
uplift the standards of educational leadership in the KSA with decentralization attempts, 
training of the existing principals and qualification guidelines for aspiring principals. 
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Methodology 
The primary purpose of this study was to study the core leadership practices of school 
principals in the KSA. The study specifically aims to answer the question: What are the core 
leadership practices of school principals in the KSA? Yin (2003) suggests using a case study 
design when the focus is to answer ‘how’ and ‘why’ questions and includes the study of contextual 
conditions to better understand the phenomenon under study, considering the fact that in a 
complex system, the boundaries between the phenomenon and the context are not well 
defined. A school is a complex institution and the nature of this study demands an in-depth, 
three-dimensional study to understand the leadership practices of the schools and the 
contexts in which the schools operate. Hence, a qualitative case study was found to be 
suitable for this purpose. Qualitative inquiry is typically conducted on small samples which 
are information-rich cases for an in-depth study which will potentially illuminate the 
research questions under study (Patton, 1990). Four public secondary schools in the province 
of Asser in the KSA were selected for the research. To ensure that the principals had spent 
ample time in their schools to make a significant impact, we selected those who had spent 
three or more years in the same school. We also wanted the principals to have made a 
positive improvement in their schools and therefore we contacted the district education 
office to get their recommendation. We also wanted to have variety amongst the principals 
that we selected for the study and consequently we selected two females and two males, one 
of each gender working in a rural school and the other in an urban school. The four 
principals and schools selected all met these criteria and agreed to be a part of this study. 
Permission to conduct the study was sought from the district education office, which was 
granted. 

Data was collected through unstructured interviews, guided by an interview protocol 
developed specifically  for this purpose. Questions included basic personal information  like age 
and educa-  tional qualifications, personal attributes, their perceptions of school leadership, 
information on the school, their practices that work well, challenges and achievements, among 
other similar questions. Follow-up questions were asked wherever required. Scholars recommend 
having multiple per- spectives for a qualitative study since different opinions or ‘realities’ often 
exist within one group (Gager and Sanchez, 2003; Larkin et al., 2019). To ensure  the  
trustworthiness  of this study, data  was also collected through unstructured interviews of 
different stakeholders (Firmin, 2008), which included four senior teachers and four parents from 
each of the participating  schools. Thus, there  were nine participants from each school, who 
included the  principal,  four  teachers  and  four  parents. The respondents were selected based 
upon the  criteria  of being  with  the  school  for at  least the previous three years. They were 
invited to voluntarily participate in the study and were assured anonymity. All except four of the 
interviews were conducted in the Arabic language. The Arabic transcripts  of the interview were 
later  translated into English language  by an expert under  the guidance of one of the 
interviewers who is proficient in both languages. The transcripts were  given back to the 
respondents for verification, and minor corrections were made if the respondents pointed them 
out. Coding began as soon as we received the first set of data. The researchers began with initial 
coding which was refined continuously as the data kept  coming  in (Saldana,  2009).  Once the 
initial coding was done, it was refined through the process of line-by-line coding until a  clear set 
of categories started emerging. The researchers constantly compared notes, and modifi- cations 
were made wherever necessary. Once the data was sorted into categories, the researchers 
skimmed through each of the categories to identify common themes under which categories were 
grouped, which were eventually used to report the findings. 
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Table 1. Description of the four schools. 

S. No. School Geographic area Students Teachers Type 

1 School A Urban 530 69 Girls 

2 School B Semi-rural 214 23 Girls 

3 School C Urban 465 61 Boys 

4 School D Rural 75 17 Boys 

 
 

The four schools 
To better understand the findings of this study, it would be prudent to understand the 
contextual environment of each of the four schools. For the sake of anonymity, we name the 
schools as School A, School B, School C and School D. School A is located in an urban area 
and has more than 500 students who are served by 69 teachers. School B is located in a semi-
urban area with a population of over 200 students and 23 teachers. School C has a population 
of more than 450 students and 61 teachers while School D had 75 students and 17 teachers. 
School C is located in an urban area while School D is located in a rural area. The principals 
of these schools have served for more than five years in the same school, and all four schools 
have been showing consistently good results during the last five years. A summary of the 
schools is given in Table 1. 

 

Findings 
The analysis of data resulted in interesting insights into the leadership practices of the four 
successful principals in the KSA, which fell into five different categories. The findings are 
reported in the form of these five categories which are discussed in detail. 

 

Setting achievement goals 
The four principals claimed that since the school vision statement is given  to them by the MOE     
they do not have any other vision statement for their school. While the education office follows a 
‘top-down’ approach to administration, wherein a large number of directions come from them to 
the principals, the principals still find a way to work within the framework and implement the   
policies in a way they see fit for their schools. The principal of School B shared the vision with    
other stakeholders of the school. She claims: ‘(Our) vision is to create a spirit of work among 
teachers through school discipline  and advancement  of knowledge  through timely  completion  
of  all projects.’ The principals had specific goals for their school, with academic achievement 
and improving school infrastructure being the primary goals of all of the schools, according  to 
the teachers and parents. School D, the smallest of all with 75 students, wanted to increase its 
enroll-  ment to over 100 by the end of the current school year, while School A and School C 
focused on ‘team spirit among employees’. The principal of School A wanted to have a 
‘workable operational plan’ as one of her major goals, while the principal of School C focused 
on improving the reading, writing and critical thinking of his students. The principal of School B 
wanted to increase achieve- ment as well as attract quality students to her school. Surprisingly, 
while parents of all four schools mentioned religion and citizenship as the major goals of their 
schools, three of the four principals    and a large majority of teachers failed to mention these as 
their school’s goal. This shows a lack of common understanding of shared goals among the 
stakeholders. 
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Developing teachers 
The data revealed that developing teachers was one of the priority areas for all four principals. 
The principals of School A and School B emphasized the value of in-house and specialized 
training workshops for teachers and had plans to carry out training activities  for  their  teachers.  
The  principal of School A focuses on individualized training of her teachers. She claims that 
‘(t)he department heads submit individual training needs of teachers and I try my best to arrange 
in-house   or outside training for teachers, although sometimes it is not possible.’ Teachers agreed 
with the claims of the principal of School A; however, they claimed that  most  of  their  
individualized  training needs get ignored due to the lack of time or unavailability of trainers. ‘I  
wish I can get       to attend training one day of every month. But I know there is no time to do 
that’, one of the teachers mentioned  while emphasizing the  focus  of training in her school. The  
principal of School  B follows a slightly different approach: ‘I try to work out a schedule of 
training courses inside and outside the school  that contribute to the professional development  of 
all employees and urges them  to attend and remind them regularly.’ The principal of School D 
follows a similar approach, while the principal of School C, apart from four professional 
development days in a year, also uses the existing teachers as models and coaches for the 
teachers who need help. 

Most of the teachers in the four schools expressed satisfaction over the focus on their 
devel- opment by the principal, as one of the teachers from School B mentioned: ‘We get 
training as much as possible due to lack of time but the training definitely improves my 
knowledge and abilities.’ Similar sentiments were echoed by other teachers from all the 
schools. While teachers felt satisfied with the way they were developed, a majority of them 
wished they could get more training. 

 

Building strong relationships with parents 
The principals understood the role of stakeholders in the success of the school and 
proactively engaged them in their own ways. The principals of School A and School C both 
believed that parents would feel higher relatedness if they often came together in informal 
settings. Thus, while the principal of School C focused on an active parents’ council, the 
principal of School A estab- lished a ‘Neighborhood Club’1 for the parents which provided an 
excellent opportunity for them to meet informally and come closer to each other. ‘The school 
is like an extended family wherein we are expected to join hands to organize activities which 
bring us closer’, claims a parent of School 
A. The principal of School A claims that the ‘neighborhood club acts as a magnet for the 
parents and the community which makes them loyal to the school and our programs’. School B 
and School D involved parents differently; they created an online group wherein parents could 
exchange ideas  and get to know each other. The principal of School B claims: ‘I want parents to 
feel that the school belongs to them, that’s why I always ask them to give new ideas.’ She 
believes in schooling as a social partnership and claims that ‘regular meeting with parents leads 
to the activation of social partnership’ which helps the school positively. 

While all four principals generally excluded parents from important decision-making, 
parents were involved in a variety of social activities and raising funds for improving the 
infrastructure of the school, which was a major focus area for all the principals. The 
principals of School A and School D have turned towards their parents to improve the 
inadequate infrastructure of their schools and claim to have reaped rich dividends. While 
School B does not involve parents in fundraising, the principal uses them as volunteers in 
school activities and sometimes to substitute for a teacher in case of absences. It was also 
apparent that while the principals were making an 
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effort to involve parents, they were also facing challenges since many parents preferred to 
stay away from school affairs and were reluctant to participate. Most of the parents were 
appreciative of the efforts made by their principals in involving parents; however, parents of 
School D hoped that the school should also include them in the decision-making process, 
particularly related to the character development of the students and school activities. One of 
the parents from School D claims: ‘I meet the principal regularly to give my ideas but I hope 
the principal will ask all the parents to take part in the planning of school activities.’ 

 

Focusing on academic excellence 
Academic excellence was the major focus area for all the four principals and they spoke at length 
about their instructional leadership role in their schools. They all claimed to have improved the 
academic achievement of their students through their efforts. The principals  of  School  A  and  
School C followed the traditional  approach  of  instructional  management  in  their  school;  
teach- ers prepare and submit lesson  plans,  submit  a  monthly  report  to  inform  about  the  
progress  of the syllabus, and test students at the end of each semester. Teachers at School A said 
that their principal follows a ‘hands-off’ policy and does not interfere in their work as long 
as they finish the syllabus on time. ‘She meets us three to four times a year for group 
meetings’, one teacher claimed, which was confirmed by the other three teachers as well. The 
principal of School C explained: ‘At the beginning of each school year I check the lesson 
plans of every teacher and ask them to make sure that they cover  the  syllabus  on  time.’  The  
principal  of  School B, however, emphasizes the use of modern  teaching  methods.  She  
identifies  research-  based teaching practices and introduces them to her teachers to include in 
their teaching. She claims: ‘There are many methods that are different from the old method 
of diction only; I try to  encourage  teachers  to  try  these  methods.’  She  makes  regular  
visits  to  the  classrooms  and advises teachers, whenever required. The principal of School A 
also had a similar  practice.  Improving academic achievement was the ultimate aim for the 
principal of School D, who claimed: ‘I want better results each time and want my teachers to 
achieve that every time.’ He sends teachers for training and expects them to implement 
whatever they  have  learnt  in  the  training. The principal of School D  identifies  
underperforming  students  and  organizes  extra  classes in order to improve them: ‘Since 
teachers cannot focus on weak students, I identify the     low achievers and organize extra classes 
for  them  so  that  they  can  catch-up  with  the  others.  This has helped us a lot.’ Almost all the  
parents  expressed  satisfaction  with  the  way  their  schools met the standards of the department 
of education, as one of the parents explained: ‘My school has many learning resources and 
meets the standards of the education department to get good results. ’ Parents are also 
appreciative of the extra work the teachers do. ‘I can’t thank enough the teachers  who  teach  
my  child  afterschool  without  extra  money’,  claims  one of the parents of School D. 

 

Improving school climate 
The data revealed that all four principals made a conscious effort to improve the climate of 
their school. School C stood out among the four schools as having the best school climate, as 
the teachers, parents and the principal were unanimous with their praise. ‘It is because of the 
fraternal spirit that he applies to everyone in  the  school’, one  teacher pointed out  while 
praising the principal. Another teacher stated that everybody was respected and free to voice 
their opinion: 
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‘We learn from him and in the case of any opinion, he accepts (it) with open arms.’ The 
principals of School A and School D highlighted their efforts to ensure that everybody in the 
school gets the utmost respect and feels secure. This sentiment was evident from what the 
principal of School D   said: ‘We all work like (a) family in this school and treat everyone based 
upon customs, values, goodness, security, and respect for people.’ The principal of School B not 
only works towards a harmonious relationship among the members of the school community, but 
also explains why a good school climate is important: ‘The school is a building block of 
society and a platform for the building a generation of educated youth. It is important that the 
learning environment is  good and must be an attractive environment for students to achieve the 
goals.’ 

All four principals stated that the physical environment of a school is equally important 
for a school to function properly. Except for School B, almost all parents, teachers and the 
principals were concerned about their school’s physical climate. They claimed a lack of 
proper laboratories, learning areas for students and building maintenance as a hindrance for 
the overall school climate. The principals of School A and School D claimed to be waiting 
for the education department to listen to their requests; the principal of School C has 
involved parents as well to help him in improving the infrastructure. School B already has an 
adequate physical infrastructure which is well maintained by the principal as she believes 
that it helps in learning. 

 

Discussion 
In this section, we will attempt to make sense of the findings through a discussion of how the 
four principals adapted their core practices in response to their schools’ unique contexts.  

All the four principals had clear goals for their schools, which were set by the principals 
themselves based upon what they thought was the best for their schools, and they had their 
own strategies to achieve them. School C was facing tardiness issues among teachers; hence 
the principal made sure that one of the school’s goals would be to inculcate discipline and a 
habit  of timeliness among teachers. The students of School A were mostly compliant 
without voicing their opinions or concerns on issues; hence the principal of School A made 
it a priority to encourage students to express their opinion. School D had a small student 
population and needed more enrollment; hence its principal focused on attracting more 
enrollments to boost its numbers. Most teachers and parents said that they were not involved 
in goal-setting for the school although a number of recent studies have concluded that shared 
goals, collective emotional and intellectual commitment and a common understanding of 
achievement are key characteristics of successful schools (Day et al., 2011; Drysdale and 
Gurr, 2011; Gu et al., 2014; Sun and Leithwood, 2015). The principals decided what the 
school goals would be and then communicated them to the teachers and staff members, 
assigning responsibilities to achieve these goals. Surprisingly, none of the teachers showed 
disappointment over their exclusion from the decision-making process and were 
enthusiastically working towards achieving the goals by playing the part assigned to them. 
Saudi Arabia ranks very high on Hofstede’s scale of power distance and low on 
individualism, which explains the top-down approach in decision-making and the reason 
why followers – teach- ers, in this case – carry out the work assigned to them without any 
question (Hofstede et al., 2010). Perhaps followers in countries with a culture of higher 
power distance are also conditioned to develop an emotional and intellectual commitment to 
the goals assigned to them without them actually being a part of the actual decision-making 
process. This also explains why all four schools are doing reasonably well in terms of year-
end results of students despite major decisions being made by the school principals alone. 
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Developing teachers was the second common practice of all the four principals. The 
principals acknowledged the need for efficient and well-trained teaching staff for the success 
of their schools and had a variety of strategies in place to develop their teachers. While all the 
principals mentioned professional development activities as a means of developing teachers, 
they employed different methods according to their own requirements. Schools which were 
short on resources used existing experienced teachers as coaches for other teachers and 
arranged professional development days for all teachers. Principals who had discipline issues 
among staff provided disciplinary support to their teachers, while principals who needed 
individual teachers to excel focused on personalized train- ing of their teachers. Developing 
teachers has been found to be one of the core leadership practices of school principals in a 
large number of studies from around the world (Boon, 2017; Day and Gurr, 2014; Drysdale, 
2011; Hallinger and Wang, 2015; Jacobson, 2011; Noman et al., 2017; Raihani, 2008). In 
their comprehensive meta-analysis of the effects of principals’ leadership on student 
achievement, Robinson et al. (2008) found that the practice of actively participating in the 
development of teachers showed the greatest effect on the academic achievement of 
students. 

The third common practice among the principals was found to be building strong 
relationships with the parents for the benefit of the school. Involvement of parents in school 
affairs is crucial and is an important practice of most successful school leaders (Leithwood et 
al., 2008; Muller, 2009; Noman et al., 2017), and it has the potential of helping a school in a 
variety of ways, such as in raising funds, providing temporary manpower, organizing school 
activities and assisting in school programs (Desforges and Abouchaar, 2003; Hill and Taylor, 
2004). Marzano (2000), in his famous research synthesis on the factors that positively 
influence the academic achievement of students in a school, found that home factors 
provided 33% variance in the achievement as compared with school quality, which was just 
7%. Thus, a focus on families and building a strong partnership with the parents seems to be 
working for the principals since they are able to understand the needs of the families in a 
better way (Adkins-Sharif, 2017). The Effective School Movement program in the 1980s 
encouraged principals to focus on activities directly benefitting instruction and learning, 
thereby highlighting the role of a school principal as an instructional leader whose major 
functions centered on teaching and learning. ‘This suggests that the closer leaders are to the 
core business of teaching and learning, the more likely they are to make a difference to 
students’ (Robinson, 2007: 21). Studies have shown that the involvement of school leaders in 
curriculum planning, teaching and assessment leads to significant leadership effects on 
achievement (Leithwood et al., 2019). All the four principals demonstrated strong 
instructional leadership characteristics in their practices, with their primary concern being 
the improvement of academic achievement through a variety of activities. While all the 
principals focus upon meticulous planning of the syllabus and lesson plans, two of the 
principals monitor its execution through constant observation of the classes and giving 
feedback to the teachers. This practice corresponds to studies that highlight the benefit of  
observa- tion and feedback for individual support of the teachers (Charlotte, 2012). Dinham 
(2008) claims that an intensive focus on school-wide instructional activities by the principal 
was the most common feature of schools which consistently perform better academically. 
The quality of teach- ers and their development also appears frequently on the principals’ 
agenda in schools, with a strong emphasis on instructional leadership. Improving the school 
climate was the fifth important practice of the principals that the findings reveal. Cornell and 
Huang (2018) conceptualize school climate as a system of school characteristics that are 
interlinked and effect student achievement. School climate is linked to better motivation for 
teachers to carry out their teaching and learning activities which, in turn, positively affects 
academic achievement (Maxwell et al., 2017). The leadership practices of school 
principals are critical factors that create a conducive school 



10 Educational Management Administration & Leadership XX(X) 
 

 

environment for teaching and learning activities, both for the teachers and for the students 
(Louis et al., 2010). While there is no consensus on the factors that shape school climate, 
these factors are generally grouped into three distinct groups, namely academic environment, 
social environment and physical environment (Wang and Degol, 2016). The principals were 
found to be working consciously towards providing a positive school environment for all its 
stakeholders. Schools with a positive school climate are found to have better academic 
performance and mental health and fewer cases of bullying and violence (Garibaldi et al., 
2015; Greenberg et al., 2017). The principals were also able to create a positive social 
climate where they involved not only the students and teachers but also their parents in 
school affairs through social activities. Adequate physical resources and infrastructure are an 
integral part of the school climate. Three of the four schools complained of inadequate 
infrastructure; however, they also showed sincerity in their efforts to improve the 
infrastructure of the school in order to provide a complete and conducive learning 
environment for all. 

In summary, the findings revealed that while the four principals had a repertoire of five 
distinct core practices, they each enacted these practices differently. All these practices and 
their enactment are well supported by the literature on effective schools and successful school 
leadership practices. 

 

Conclusion 
Evidence from the interviews with the four principals clearly demonstrated that they were 
primar- ily focused on the academic achievement of their students through a basic set of five 
core practices that were enacted in a variety of ways by them. Schools are unique in nature, 
even the ones that are in close proximity to each other (Hallinger, 2018; Leithwood et al., 
2019). The needs of each school, the personal characteristics of teachers and staff and the 
traits of the school principals play an important role in determining school goals and 
leadership practices. It is evident from the findings that while the core practices of the 
principals were similar, principals had their own priorities and ways to implement their 
practices. While the KSA goes through decentralization and provision of relative autonomy 
for school leaders, there is still a long way to go before principals begin taking autonomous 
decisions. Traditions still weigh heavily on the principals,  and the bulk of leadership 
decisions still come from the ‘top’. Rather than being directive educa- tional leaders with 
prescriptive practices, the principals need to be open to new ideas in the field of educational 
leadership and should be willing to adapt them to their needs. Unlike similar studies in other 
parts of the world, especially in the western context where teachers and parents expect school 
leaders to be more open to consultation and collective decision-making (Gü lcan and Duran, 
2018; Yulianti et al., 2019), this study shows that teachers and parents in the KSA do not 
expect themselves to be included in the decision-making process. The findings clearly 
indicate that the principals need to be aware of the recent developments in the field of 
educational leadership and adapt them into their own practices. Additionally, it was also 
apparent that they need to understand the direct connection between their school’s future 
growth and the complete redesign and restruc- turing of the organization. This will enable 
them to skillfully channel their resources towards a modern instructional program to reap 
better benefits and enable their students to stand shoulder to shoulder with students from 
other parts of the world with better instructional programs. 

This study has implications for future research and practice. For researchers, it provides 
valuable insights into the leadership practices of principals in the KSA, from where little 
evidence is available to date. Policymakers, specifically from the KSA, would benefit from 
the findings and should be encouraged to conduct similar studies from a variety of 
backgrounds to enrich the literature. For 
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practitioners, it provides an insight into the core leadership practices of school leaders and 
how leaders improvise and adjust their practices according to their own unique contexts to 
derive positive results. This study has its limitations as well. Since the study has been 
conducted in four schools in one province in the KSA, similar studies should be conducted 
elsewhere to have a clearer under- standing of the practices. Also, the study, being 
qualitative and hence interpretative in nature, has limitations of generalizability as well. 
Future studies should focus more on large-scale quantitative data spread over a larger 
geographical area in order to provide more generalizable findings. None- theless, this study 
is still significant in providing an in-depth description and meaning of the lead- ership 
practices which was previously not available. 
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Note 
1. The Neighborhood Club is a part of the ‘Tatweer’ project that encourages school–community relationships 

(Tatweer, 2010). It is an informal group of parents, students, their families and neighborhood residents 
for social and cultural activities within the school. The activities start after school and encourage 
members to spend their leisure time in a safe environment and participate in activities that  are  
meaningful  and  interesting and develop skills and positive values. 
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