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Principals’ Pedagogical Leadership: the Panacea for Challenges
Facing School Principals
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Abstract
Leadership in a school is equated with headship as demonstrated by a sitting school
principal. This is the person expected to lead the school. This view is premised on the
fact that both the appointing body and the school sponsors have consensus that the
candidate is fit to lead the school after considering certain milestones in the career of the
teacher. However, despite this confidence, principals face many challenges as they seek
to carry out their responsibilities. The challenges arise from the perception that school
leadership is an individual endeavor, a factor that makes the work demanding and the life
of the principal difficult. This paper presents the narrative of a school principal in a
secondary school in Western Kenya and details his experiences of trying out pedagogical
leadership as he set out to involve teachers and students in the daily running of the
school. The narrative and the discussion that follow are significant for any principal who
sets out to bring school improvement while involving other members of the school.
Ministry officials will also find this information useful in planning the content of future inservice training for school leaders. We conclude on a positive note that pedagogical
leadership can be the panacea for some of the challenges facing 21 st century school
principals, the world over.
Key words: pedagogical leadership, school improvement, distributed leadership, school
effectiveness, school leadership
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Introduction
In this decade, there is increasing interest in school leadership the world-over. This is
because current research has established that school leadership is second only to
classroom instruction in influencing student learning and school improvement (Leithwood,
Harris and Hopkins, 2008; MacNeill, Cavanagh and Silcox, 2003; Day, Leithwood and
Sammons, 2008). Across many schools, leadership is associated with the singular role
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of a leader variously referred to as the School Manager, Principal or Head teacher. This
leader engages in three broad roles that involve management, instructional leadership
and coordination of school activities. They carry on these roles against the backdrop of
emerging issues that challenge effective school leadership. According to Wanyonyi and
Simiyu (2015), the striking exigencies of this century include the emergence of teacher
leaders, 21st century learners who are different from those of past years and the isolation
that characterizes the position of a school manager. Agreeing with the above authors,
Pont, Nusche and Moorman (2008) further breaks down the challenges of the principals
to include: administrative demands, lack of preparation and training, public relations
issues, long working hours, human resource management issues and inability to achieve
an appropriate work-life balance. Yet even with the afore-mentioned challenges,
principals in their specific schools still go through other challenges that are unique to their
context. Arguably, the above challenges result in school leaders who are overburdened
and too stressed to lead their institutions to achieve their mandate in society: that of
adding value to every learner.
A keen examination of many schools will reveal that most are headed by a singular
individual who bears the responsibility of the school operations while other members of
the school are expected to execute decisions made by this leader. This centralized
leadership is evident in instructional leadership where the Head teacher oversees the
daily activities of both the teachers and students. According to Day, Leithwood and
Sammons (2008), such leadership inevitably leads to centralized control, top-down
decision making and increased responsibility on the principal for the school operation,
while other members of the school do little to assist. While the instructional leadership
style served its purpose in the past century, there is now an increasingly great recognition
that leadership in any organization should be distributed and participatory, bringing up
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more centers of power, more ideas and thus more leaders (Leithwood, Seashore,
Andersons and Wahlstrom, 2004). Additionally, school leadership literature suggests that
leadership is a function rather than a role, meaning it can be distributed to other
stakeholders in the school that include teachers and students. Agreeing with this view,
Harris (2004) posits that distributed leadership engages expertise wherever it is found
within the organization and schools have no shortage of a variety of expertise, ideas and
talents. The result of distributed leadership is development of a positive school climate
where members of the school community participate in the realization of school
improvement and school effectiveness. Non-educational organizations have adopted this
position and provide a lead in shifting from top-down, single-leader style, to more
distributed leadership and are actually recording increased productivity and commitment
among the work force. To enable schools become places where the school leader is
aware of their roles, responsibilities and challenges, and is able to address them to
enhance student learning, this paper proposes pedagogical principal leadership.
Pedagogical leadership is an inclusive and capital intensive style of leadership in which
school leadership teams play a significant role in school development (Leithwood, Harris
and Hopkins, 2008). While principals are formally expected to lead the school, an effective
principal is one who builds internal leadership and staff capacity to ensure leadership
teams. Sergiovanni (1998) identifies pedagogical leadership as a style that develops the
human capital by focusing on the professional and intellectual development of teachers
and, social and academic development of students. He further argues that the value of
human capital generated in this way is more important in determining a school’s success
than its physical and financial assets, a factor that requires the school leader to invest in
the capital development of school members. Hill (2002) outlines the key roles that a
pedagogical leader should play and these include: leading and managing change,
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motivating and managing people and designing and aligning systems, processes and
resources. To accomplish the above roles, the school leader should engage in the
following tasks: purposing, maintaining harmony, institutionalizing values, motivating,
problem

solving,

managing,

explaining,

enabling,

modelling

and

supervising

(Sergiovanni, 1998). Apart from the above roles and tasks, the pedagogical leader should
possess knowledge about educational change and school improvement in order to
develop a clear vision which will help them lead and model school change (Harris 2004).
Indeed the process of achieving school improvement is not a one-man show, but is
dependent on building and managing teams that include all members of the school
community, especially teachers and students. Indeed, the application of pedagogical
leadership in a school will result in members who own the school, whose decisions and
membership are valued, who are conscience of their contribution and can perceive some
benefit from being members of the institution.
Despite the above views that suggest that pedagogical leadership will make the work of
the principal light, many principals still embrace instructional leadership. Literature and
studies strongly suggest that instructional leadership is problematic as it promotes the
principal’s behavior while ignoring the rest of the school community (MacNeill, Cavanagh
& Silcox, 2005). In here is the notion that only the principal can drive leadership and this
view inevitably engenders feelings of resentment in the other members of the school, lack
of ownership of decisions made and a don’t-care attitude that leads to reluctance in
supporting change. Principals who insist on supervision of classroom instruction as a
leadership style, find themselves leading alone and as a result end up stressed and
bearing the blame for not making decisions or making bad ones. This situation need not
be so as demonstrated in the narrative below, by Mr Nobert Wanyonyi, a secondary
school principal from Western Kenya who details his efforts while engaged in pedagogic
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leadership. This narrative is a story of hope in the otherwise turbulent office of the
principal. Ms Irene Simiyu’s discussion that follow is significant for any principal who sets
out to bring school improvement while involving other members of the school. The paper
will enhance understanding of the application of pedagogical leadership in a school
system. Ministry officials will also find this information useful in planning the content of
future in-service training for school leaders.

Nobert’s Story
I joined Amani Secondary School of Bungoma County in December 2010 as the principal.
This was my first time to be an administrator of a school and my fifth school to serve in
as a trained teacher. Before this, I had served for ten years as a deputy principal in two
schools and six years as a head of department in another school, as well as a class
teacher in my first school for two years. Based on these experiences of serving in various
capacities, various schools and under different leadership styles, I found myself with a
wealth of experience which I relied upon in my new capacity.
Let me introduce you to Amani Mixed Day and Boarding Secondary School. Amani
secondary school is an old institution having been established over forty years ago, with
a growing population that has resulted in a four streamed school with slightly above 600
students. However, because of interference from the community, it has had a rapid
turnover of principals who were sometimes forced out of the school. Records in the school
show that between 1994 and 2010 there were five principals who served at the helm of
the school. An eye-witness account from a teacher who has been teaching in the station
for over twenty five years reveals that most principals would serve for a period of two or
three years and then they would be forced out of the school by either parents, politicians
or students. This meant that principals would report to the school while fully aware that

9 Nobert Wanjala Wanyonyi & Irene Simiyu
most likely they were going to be removed after a short while and consequently, they
would not set long term plans for the school.
Secondly, there was the challenge of a complacent staff who engaged minimally in school
activities. The school did not have programs or activities to hold the team together
especially when the principal would be busy protecting his presence in the institution.
Most of the teachers were also reluctant to take up leadership roles as this was seen as
punitive, a way of keeping them in school while their colleagues would be engaged in
other economic activities. The school is in an urban center and so a number of teachers
staying in the market center had opened up businesses that were using so much of their
time, hence school activities were relegated to second place. The absence of a model
team of teachers meant that students too did not work as a team and their leadership was
fragmented with student leaders exercising less authority on their colleagues.
This lack of leadership had a spiral effect on students who did not take their school life
seriously, as evident in a lot of truancy. My observations showed that day school students
would report four times a week as opposed to six days as per the school programs, and
even those who reported did not attend lessons regularly. My own study of the situation
showed that many students who would be absent would leave home for school early in
the morning, carry casual clothes without the knowledge of the parents or guardians and
while on the way to school, they would then change into these clothes to enable them
engage in casual labor in the nearby market. Others would disappear into video rooms
and other entertainment places where they engaged in illicit activities. Boarding students
would equally report back to school after two weeks during school breaks, because their
parents engaged them in farm work. This impacted negatively on learning since the
contact hours between learners and teachers were reduced, inevitably leading to poor
performance in both internal and national examinations. This poor performance had an
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effect on the self-esteem of the learners who became reserved whenever they interacted
with students from other schools.

Interventions
One of the key steps I undertook in my new station was to study the school history and
culture, which I have described above. I then realized that I needed to turn around the
way things were happening in Amani secondary school. My first assignment was to bring
together all the members of the school fraternity to form a community that would work as
a team and distinguish itself among other schools. I needed students back in class, the
teachers to carry out the instructional process and, the support staff to provide other
essentials services to the teachers and learners. First, I decided to have regular staff
meetings. Every Monday, there was a thirty minutes ‘brief’ with members of teaching staff,
Wednesday was for all heads of department for twenty minutes and two full staff
meetings, one at the beginning of the term and the other at the end of the term. The
beginning of term meeting involved allocation of lessons, duties and other responsibilities,
while the one at the end was for evaluating programs and performance and then coming
up with proposals for improvement. The weekly meetings were for short term plans and
evaluation of the previous week’s activities. These fora were very critical because they
addressed many emerging issues and provided a critical mass for the many long term
plans we had set for the term and the year. The other important goal of the meetings was:
to improve teacher presence in the school, increase their participation in decision making,
instill a positive attitude towards work, the principal and the institution and fill gaps that
would lead to inefficiency in the system. As a motivation, special meals were organized
during staff meetings while snacks would be shared during the briefs. The above
approach was borrowed from the third school where I taught and served as one of the
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heads of department. The effect of the above approach was increased teacher presence,
development of a positive attitude towards school and leadership roles and, accountability
in assigned roles. Gradually, teachers’ contributions changed from why has this not been
done, to what and how can we do it better. Some very good ideas emerged during
discussions, some of which were way beyond the ability of the school and I could only
note them down for future implementation. On the other hand, tasks assigned to the
teaching staff were accomplished with minimum supervision unlike in the past.
The second step was to install fifteen computers with internet connection and lesson
content in various subjects. Eleven were installed in a computer laboratory to be used for
teaching and learning and four in academic offices so as to facilitate administrative work.
A training session in computer packages was held on the school compound for all Heads
of Departments (HODs) from both the teaching and non-teaching staff with an expectation
that this would trickle down to all members of the school. During the training, the emphasis
was on how to generate information for instruction from the internet and how to teach
using power point. I observed that those who were undergoing the training were
interested in the technology and it’s usage than I had anticipated and with time there was
a great positive impact in terms of lesson preparation and delivery. This was even clear
from the presence of many teachers in the computer room who would be engaged in
surfing the internet and sourcing for information on lesson delivery techniques. The
internet was also useful in enabling teachers connect socially with colleagues and friends
elsewhere, instead of going to the cyber cafes at the market. This further improved
teacher presence.
The third step was to form subject panels at departmental level with the aim of enhancing
self-improvement and professional growth. The panels were expected to plan at least a
joint lesson per month in a subject area and jointly teach it in one class. After the lesson,
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members of the group would then have a conferencing session and discuss the best
practices noted, identify weak areas that would be improved upon and encourage one
another in seeking the best. This approach was borrowed from Strengthening of
Mathematics and Science in Secondary Education (SMASSE) Program which covers
Mathematics and Science subjects only. Taking it further as a school, we applied the
concept to cover humanities and languages. However, since most humanities and
language teachers knew collaborative teaching as a practice by science teachers, they
resisted it in their subject areas. Additionally, this approach is very involving and time
consuming, hence some teachers chose not to be involved. To overcome this resistance,
I led by example in one of my teaching subjects, that is mathematics, where I was involved
in joint lesson planning and team teaching. When doing the lesson presentation I would
invite different members of the department to attend and to be actively involved in
discussion after the lesson. The teachers noticed that I was willing to have my lesson
delivery and classroom conduct be analyzed and slowly a few begun to accept it as a
worthy activity.
Next I engaged students in four ways: first I created an open forum with them which I
called the principal’s forum. With time it was expanded to include the deputy principal,
HODs and class teachers who would share motivational speeches. These forums had
three effects: one, it showed learners that their teachers wished them well and would like
to see them succeed; two, it increased our bonding as members of the school and lastly,
it allowed students an opportunity to express themselves without fear of intimidation.
Second, I introduced prayers sessions which were held once fortnightly for the whole
school for forty minutes on Thursday morning. Initially I lead the prayers for the purpose
of creating direction but gradually teachers and students got involved and were leading
as per an established program. Sharing the scriptures touched the spiritual side of
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teachers and students resulting in more caring actions like concern for the welfare of
others and condoling with the bereaved through organized contributions and visitations.
The third way was to increase forums for interactions between students and teachers.
This was done by reinforcing class meetings on Tuesday and House meetings on
Thursday where both the students residing in the school and day scholars were involved.
In those house meetings, challenges and management issues were raised by students
and solutions would be suggested by both students and staff. At the end of every term,
students were given an opportunity to make a general assessment of their teachers’
performance, through a set of written questions. The student assessment tool was
borrowed from a bench marking exercise in one well performing school. Students were
trained on how to be objective as much as possible and teachers were encouraged to
appreciate and accept the comments given for self-improvement. The Director of Studies
(DOS) would analyze and discuss the outcomes with individual teachers. Occasionally
some cases would be referred to the principal for counseling and direction. Initially the
issue of learners’ evaluating their teachers generated negative feelings but with time it
was accepted by a majority of the teachers.
Amani Secondary School was one of the first schools in the region to adopt a system of
elections and creation of a student council, a factor that allowed students to make
democratic choices of leaders. After elections, the council members would be taken
through an induction course on leadership and management. More powers were invested
in academic council members who would have regular meetings so as to ensure the
School achieved its’ objectives. The Director of Studies was in charge of academic
prefects while the Deputy Principal was in charge of other prefects. This dimension
proved profitable among students because it instilled among them an element of school
ownership and commitment to academic work. I also encouraged and supported co-
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curricular activities in five key areas, namely: ball games, choir, drama, athletics and
scouting. Teams were kitted appropriately and coaches were sent for relevant training so
as to improve their capacity in the respective sport. For the ball games, the School went
on to become the sub County champion in soccer for three consecutive years; in choir
the School presented teams at National Music Festivals for two years; drama and athletic
teams regularly presented items at the regional level. Involvement in co-curricular
activities encouraged talent identification and development. At all levels, performance
was appreciated and rewarded with parties for winning teams in games and even class
performance. Classes that showed consistent improvement in performance in academics
were rewarded with an academic trip; the Football Team was rewarded with a Digital
Satellite Television (DSTV) dish to watch English Premier League sessions during
weekends while Drama and Choir groups were rewarded with celebration parties. The
reward approach encouraged group organization and competition which bore positive
results.
Lastly, my personal endeavors in academics also served as an encouragement to the
teachers to pursue further education. Before coming to Amani Secondary School as an
administrator, I had begun a Masters degree in one of the public universities in Kenya
which I completed and was able to graduate while at Amani School. I also enrolled for a
diploma course in Education Management as a means of enhancing my effectiveness as
a principal. I celebrated these achievements with the school community as a way of
encouraging the teachers, students and the non-teaching staff. I was glad when the
Deputy Principal was the first to enroll for a Masters course, followed by the senior teacher
and five others. Additionally, at the beginning of the year, teachers were given
opportunities to attend refresher courses and In-service Training (INSET) seminars that
were regularly organized by the Ministry Of Education and other educational agencies.
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Bench marking programs were organized for students and Heads of Departments to
enable teachers and students observe and learn from the happenings in other schools.
Based on the above interventions, the students school attendance became steady and
the population increased by 32% in three years. Secondly, the school attendance by
teachers became regular and they became more positive about the school. Parents
became positive about the school and even school fees payment improved by about 35%
over a period of four years.

Lessons from Pedagogical Leadership Efforts: Invitation to Dialogue
Nobert’s efforts to move towards pedagogical leadership provide important lessons that
may inform any school leader who wishes to employ this leadership style in their context.
To begin with, the story reveals that change is never easy, especially when it means
reversing the way things have always been done. Resistance from those who prefer the
status quo is likely to act as a discouragement to a school leader who is unprepared for
it. However, Anderson and Wenderoth (2007) contend that a certain amount of criticism
is healthy as it is a way in which members of the community try to understand the change
and its significance to them. These authors further point out that change should be driven
by the moral purpose of improving the situation for the common good and not for the sake
of an individual. The desire to improve for the good of a wider group enables the change
agent to take into consideration the views of others instead of trying to protect ones ego.
Healthy criticism allows the change agent/school leader to continually re-examine if what
they are doing is right. Additionally, the school leader may be required to employ their
risk-taking skills since introducing change is a complex and risky business. The change
introduced may fail and so will the reputation of the principal, thus the need to allow
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members of the institution to point out what is not clear or right. The good news is that,
despite change being complex and risky, it is possible with patience and support.
The second lesson is that while distributing leadership will make work light, some thinking
must go into the process. This view is in consideration of the fact that most teachers and
even students have been in school systems where they were never involved in decision
making. Their experience was (still is) school was run by the principal and the rest of the
school community would either support or fight this individual. Some teachers may even
be reluctant to take up leadership roles and if they do so, they will demand for incentives.
On the other hand, the principal needs to think of how far they can delegate duty and to
whom. The principal has to rise above the insecurity that comes with the fear that a
teacher with good ideas could end up undermining them and taking over their position.
Grant (2006) contends that distributing leadership requires a balance of confidence and
humility, both by the principal and the person to whom they delegate power. It is a truism
that in any school one is likely to find diverse talents, skills and abilities that can be tapped
to improve the school. The principal needs to keenly look out for such people who can be
strong catalysts of change. While this may create many centers of power and bring up a
magnitude of ideas, it is upon the principal to select what is possible and provide advice
on what can be used in future and what may not be used at all (Simiyu & Eyinda, 2016).
The third lesson is concerned with the need for the principal to model change rather than
prescribe it. Pont, Nusche and Moorman (2008) posit that a school leader must lead by
exemplifying the values and behavior they want others to adopt through their words,
actions and beliefs. Indeed, one of the key pedagogical leadership skills to be developed
by the school leader is that of modelling change. Anderson and Wenderoth (2007) argue
that modelling change is more effective than prescribing results and leading people there.
In a case like the above principal where he was the new person in the school context,

17 Nobert Wanjala Wanyonyi & Irene Simiyu
modelling change was crucial since he needed to gather a critical mass to support the
change he wanted to see. This does not mean that modelling cannot happen where the
principal has been in the school for several years. Arguably, many good ideas are never
supported because of the way they were shared with a team, resulting in a stagnant or
collapsing school.
The fourth lesson reminds us that for pedagogical leadership to be effective, school
leaders must be knowledgeable of the roles they will play and the skills they require to
succeed. Arguably, some school leaders may prefer to stick with instructional leadership
because they do not know what their role will be in pedagogical leadership nor the skills
they require to be effective. According to Hill (2002) the key skills that the principal needs
to be effective are: leading and managing change, motivating and managing people and,
designing and aligning systems, processes and resources. These skills are important in
order to channel the principal’s energy and focus. The school leader also needs to
understand their roles as a pedagogical leader in order to operate according to moral
standards. Sergiovanni (1998) points out ten roles of a pedagogical leader as: purposing,
maintain harmony, institutionalizing values, motivating, problem solving, managing,
explaining, enabling, modelling and supervising. Exercising these roles results in a
positive school climate where there is direction, members are guided by what is morally
acceptable to the society and the interests of the learner are served well. This lesson has
implications for Ministry of Education officials on the content they should develop for
INSETs targeting principals, in order to impart knowledge and skills of pedagogical
leadership.
Lastly, Nobert’s experience confirms that pedagogical principal leadership can be the
solution to the challenges facing school leaders. As earlier mentioned in this paper,
principals face many challenges that include: long working hours, administrative
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demands, organizational challenges and the inability to achieve a work-life balance.
Practicing pedagogical leadership made his work lighter as he got support from teachers
and students whom he actively involved in the development and transformation of the
school. However, to be efficient in their support, he had to empower them. For the
teachers, he supported them to attend INSETs and other trainings related to their areas
of interest, while for the students, he built their self-esteem through supporting their strong
areas in curricular and co-curricular activities. From these efforts, he ended up with loyal
members of the school who were willing to work to improve their school. As a new
principal in the school, he realized that the change he wished for was multidimensional
and thus the need to tap into the talents, skills and knowledge of all members of the school
community. This involvement of teachers and students was not devoid of challenges. It
brought up many centers of power as well as many ideas, some which were beyond the
ability of the school. Some teachers felt their ideas were not taken seriously when they
did not see them being implemented but for those whose ideas were implemented, there
was the sense of achievement. Despite this power struggle, the involvement of both
teachers and student in the daily running of the school reduced the pressure on him and
helped him to find a balance between his work and life. Additionally, he was able to
influence teachers by modeling the change he wanted through his attitude, words and
actions, a factor that could have endeared the school community to him and increased
their pride and loyalty to the school. Indeed, he can look back at his time in Amani
Secondary School and can conclude that leadership is a relationship of influence and that
the relationships created are key to successful change (McNeill, Cavanagh and Silcox,
2005).
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Conclusion
School leadership is a phenomenon that has attracted attention from scholars especially
with the discovery that it has a great influence on student achievement and school
improvement. A number of leadership styles have served the school system well in the
past, despite the fact that they have not improved school as expected. Current thinking in
school leadership proposes pedagogical principal leadership that involves empowering
teachers and students to take up leadership roles. This is important for any principal who
knows how leading an educational institution can be time consuming and sometimes with
fewer rewards than it is imagined. Indeed the benefits of engaging in pedagogical
leadership far out-weigh the challenges faced in the process, especially if the result is
that the school can continue to function even in the absence of the principal. It is important
to note that patience, trust, risk-taking and understanding will be key character traits for
the pedagogical principal, given the effort needed to shift from instructional leadership to
pedagogical leadership. This requires time and a focus on the greater good of the
institution, students and teachers. It is not a simple request that principals need to be
supported as they learn to delegate duties, given that power is ‘sweet’ and those who
have had it for some time may be unwilling to share it with others, especially with students.
To every school principal out there, we would recommend pedagogical leadership, since
it worked for Amani Secondary School. It is leadership with a conscience. Literature and
studies consistently point to its applicability and benefits for the principal, students,
teachers and the institution.
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