


































































































































































































INTRODUCTION 

Stenhouse (1975) defines research as "systematic inquiry made public" (p.142). 

Yet there is no single blueprint for planning and carrying out research. 

Research design is very often regulated by the notion of 'fitness for purpose" 

(Cohen, Manion, and Morrison, 2001). Yet it is possible to identify a set of 

issues that need to be addressed, regardless of the specifics of the research 

being undertaken so that the research can be designed to be practicable and 

feasible. 

Research-based knowledge is without doubt, dynamic, growing and changing as 

new inquiries, that expand both the empirical phenomenon that are studied and 

the theories and analyses used to explain those phenomena, are undertaken 

(Leithwood and Riehl, 2003). 

Quantitative and qualitative methods of inquiry have different rationales: 

generalisability and prediction versus contextualisation and interpretation; they 

adopt a different approach: experimental and deductive versus inductive and 

naturalistic; and depend on different researcher roles: detachment and 

impartiality versus personal involvement and empathic understanding (Garland 

and Grace 1993). Since many aspects of educational leadership do not divide 

neatly into clear-cut compartments, qualitative methods of inquiry are more 

befitting to study the complex phenomena that verge together to form leadership 

experience (Patton, 1990; Gall, Borg and Gall, 1996; Garland and Grace, 1995; 
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Marshall and Rossman, 1995). Some authors insist that a qualitative research 

method can acquire results that cannot be gathered by quantitative methods 

(Brown, Stevens, Troiano, Schneider (2002). Although qualitative research may 

have different notions to different people, it usually refers to research that throws 

light on understanding people's lives, stories, and behaviours. It can also delve 

into the functioning of organisations, social movements or interactional 

relationships (Strauss and Corbin, 1990). 

This chapter describes the route and methods that were adopted in my 

research. As I explained in my introduction, this study concerns the attitudes, 

behaviour, management strategies and coping skills of Heads in all Maltese 

Roman Catholic Church Primary and Secondary Schools (forty in total). 

Since in my study I was interested in developing, instead of testing a hypothesis, 

in my opinion, adopting a grounded approach research was an appropriate way 

to elicit the qualitative and subjective data needed to address these concerns. 

For this reason, this chapter initially strives to explain the grounded approach 

that was adopted for collecting data. Consequently the advantages and 

disadvantages of both research methods are discussed together with other 

issues like ethics, validity and piloting. 
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GROUNDED THEORY 

Grounded theory, first devised by Glaser and Strauss (1967) is a methodology in 

which theory is derived from data that is systematically gathered and analysed. 

It emphasises the building, or discovery of theory, rather than its testing or 

verification. Thus Grounded Theory is based on the 'logic of discovery' (Strauss 

and Corbin, 1998). 

The grounded theory approach adopts a "systematic set of procedures to 

develop an inductively derived grounded theory about a phenomenon" (Strauss 

and Corbin, 1990, p. 24). The procedures are founded on the "systematic 

generating of theory from data, that is systematically obtained from social 

research, and offers a rigorous, orderly guide to theory development that at each 

stage is closely integrated with a methodology of social research" (Glaser, 1978, 

p.2.). The method was designed to build new theory that is faithful to the area 

under study and that illuminates a particular phenomenon. The constructs are 

grounded in the particular set of data the researcher collects, and the usefulness 

of the constructs can be tested in subsequent research (Gall et al., 1996). This 

qualitative method is effective because it helps develop the building blocks for 

empirical research that can be generalised (Brown et al., 2002). 

The selection of a research method is very often based on the nature of the 

research and the preferences of the researcher (Strauss and Corbin, 1998). 

The purpose of grounded theory studies is the exploration and understanding of 
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how complex phenomena are or can be. Because of the grounding of theory in 

the data that is actually gathered, grounded theory reverberates with both the 

people who experience the phenomenon and the researchers who have a 

professional interest in it (Strauss and Corbin, 1990). This is because grounded 

theory provides techniques and procedures "to create an inductively-deductively 

integrative theory" (Brown et al., 2002, p. 3). 

The researcher in qualitative methodology is an integral part of the process and 

this is actually the role of the researcher in grounded theory. In the qualitative 

concept the researcher is perceived as the instrument through which data 

collection and analysis are performed. For this reason the researcher's views 

and assumptions about the phenomena under study are critical and as such 

they have to be clearly declared in the research report. 

The application of grounded theory has recently gained more popularity among 

organisational researchers (Cassell and Symon, 2004). Organisational 

psychology and research have been marked by a shift from the individualistic 

point of view to a more collective view founded on social psychology, sociology 

and anthropology (Peiro', 1990; Schein, 1996; Rousseau, 1997). For this 

reason grounded theory has achieved more popularity among organisational 

researchers. It has been employed in for example studies focusing on 

organisational culture (Lansisalmi, Peiro, and Kivimaki, 2000), organisational 

growth (Brytting, 1995), organisational change and innovation (Price, 1994; 
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Lowe, 1995; Carrero, Peiro and Salanova, 2000), work teams (Gersick, 1988), 

company survival (Lowe, 1995) and organisational leadership (Cooper, 1998). 

Grounded theory is highly recommended in organisational research because it 

produces descriptions of organisational reality that may elicit positive 

discussions around important themes in an organisation (Cassell and Symon, 

2004). 

Studies that use grounded theory In organisational research are usually 

categorised into two groups: 

studies that focus on generating new hypotheses around a particular 

theme 

studies that try to show how social processes produce certain 

phenomena (Lansisalmi, Peiro and Kivimaki, 2004). 

My study belongs to the first category because it strives to build a hypothesis 

around the perspectives of a specific group of Maltese educational leaders. 

Grounded theory is highly commended in organisational research due to the fact 

that it elicits descriptions of organisational reality that can be easily identified by 

the members of the target organisation (Lansisalmi et al., 2004). 

As for the ethical considerations of a grounded approach, issues of 

confidentiality may arise when collecting interview data. To avoid such issues it 
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was important for me to communicate clearly to the participants of the study 

before data started to be collected. Additionally I described in detail how the 

research results were going to be presented and how it was not going to be 

possible to identify individuals' opinions and quotes in the reported research 

results. Given that I was investigating an entire yet small population, anonymity 

was guaranteed to be maintained throughout. Direct quotes would be put in 

such a way that it would not be possible to elicit the source. 

THE TWO DIFFERENT APPROACHES TO THE RESEARCH 

The grounded approach was exercised through the initial phase of the project 

that involved interviews with ten (10) heads of schools (5 primary and 5 

secondary). Ten semi-structured interviews were designed to stimulate 

discussion with three (3) female primary Heads and three (3) female secondary 

Heads together with two (2) male primary Heads and two (2) male secondary 

Heads. This was in proportion to the gender difference as there are actually two 

females to every male Head in Maltese church schools. The interviewees were 

chosen at random from the list of schools that was provided by the Secretariat 

for Catholic Education. I contacted each interviewee and an appointment was 

fixed. My intention was to conduct a semi-structured interview, thus giving the 

interviewees as much leeway as possible to answer the particular questions I 

was seeking answers to. There were instances where I had to change the order 
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of the questions according to how the interview was developing. Different 

individuals put different emphasis on particular topics: an interviewee dismissed 

the issue of stress because he alleged that he can cope with it and then talked 

for a long while on the type of leadership that he uses. Another interviewee put 

great weight on the notion of experience in leading an educational organisation, 

while fulfilling parents' expectations was the main theme of another interviewee. 

Another two important concepts were the charisma of the school's patron saint 

and religious order, and school culture. Interviews were carried out in the period 

between October 2005 and March 2006. Interviews (vide appendix One) lasting 

about ninety minutes were mostly tape-recorded (with the exception of three) 

and transcribed and later submitted to content analysis to elicit the main features 

and categories of discourse. 

What people had to say provided the basis for the construction of a 

questionnaire (vide appendix Two) that focused on what had been identified as 

the key issues that needed to be examined. During this process I resorted to 

literature on the different topics so that in this way, my questions would be 

substa ntiated. 

The issues that emerged mainly concerned: 

• style of leadership 

• work motivation, satisfaction and stress 

• role of a head of school 
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• school culture 

• vision 

• leading and managing. 

I decided to try to study all these factors as omitting any of them would have left 

a gap in the study and maybe even create a bias. Each issue was dealt with by 

means of a number of questions, all providing some information that led to the 

construction of an overall picture as Borg and Gall (1979) suggest. 

The questionnaire was then distributed to the heads of all Maltese Roman 

Catholic church schools at the beginning of May 2006. This time was chosen 

with the idea that Heads would have settled back after the Easter recess but 

would not be entangled, as yet, in the bustle of end of year examinations. The 

participating schools ranged in size from one hundred and fifty students (150) to 

nine hundred and eighty (980) students. 

While analysing the interview transcripts and the responses in the returned 

questionnaires, I could notice a diversity of versions of what good educational 

leadership is all about. 

It must be made clear that my analysis was naturally based on what the Heads 

said about their idea of school leadership. Whether these concepts were 

actually realised in the day-to-day practice of these Heads cannot be confirmed. 
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This would require research among Catholic schools staff, thus providing 

research triangulation. Certainly this would not be a bad idea at all and maybe it 

is a research project that can be undertaken in the near future. 

WOMEN HEADTEACHERS 

There were twenty (20) female Heads in this research inquiry, twelve (12) of 

whom were in charge of primary schools, four (4) were in charge of girls' primary 

and secondary schools and three (3) in charge of girls' secondary schools. 

Then there was one newly appointed Head of a boys' secondary school. 

Seventeen (17) of these school leaders were religious nuns and three (3) were 

lay. 

Hall (1994) when speaking about empirical research on educational leadership 

argues that: 

Theories of educational management and administration continue 
to be based largely on research into men as school leaders 
.... Such studies have tended to use 'no differences' as a rationale 
for not focusing on gender as a potentially significant factor In 

understanding educational leadership. (p.1) 

For this reason I scrutinised the responses of the twenty women involved in my 

research to see if the "no difference" theory that Hall (1994) mentions, is true or 

not. My analysis showed that female Heads were slightly more likely to use a 
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discourse of shared leadership in their organisation. Female respondents were 

also more aware of the religious aspect that their organisation should offer to the 

students. 

When it comes to gender, a binary distinction is often made. There are 

stereotypes about how men and women in management and leadership 

operate. Women are thought to be caring, tolerant, emotional, intuitive, gentle 

and predisposed towards collaboration, empowerment and teamwork. Men are 

supposed to be aggressive, assertive, analytical, decisive, and more inclined to 

act independently. There are also firmly held cultural expectations that 

managers and leaders should be males. These expectations are pervasive, and 

are held mostly by men, to a lesser extent by women (Schein, 1994). 

Stereotypes are held by women as well as men. Yet research (e.g. Coleman, 

2002) shows that the majority of both men and women see themselves as 

managing in a way that is actually more stereotypically feminine than masculine, 

i.e. nurturing, caring and collaborative. Grace (2002) sustains that "stereotyped 

views of Catholic schooling as monolithic and uniform cannot be sustained". 

DESIGN OF RESEARCH 

Oppenheim (1966) says that the "function of research design is to help us to 

obtain clear answers to meaningful problems" (p.7). It moves the research from 
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simply an expression of interest, into a series of issues that lend themselves to _ 

being investigated in concrete terms (Cohen et a/., 2001). This makes it 

possible not only to formulate the specific questions to be posed, but also to 

choose the most appropriate instruments to gather data, thus making a general 

concept amenable to investigation (Rose and Sullivan, 1993). There are 

tensions and differences of opinions about which methods are appropriate for 

doing research (Campbell, McNamara and Gilroy, 2004). "Justifying 

methodology and methods is an extremely important part of any research 

account" (Wellington, Bathmaker, Hunt, McCulloch, and Sikes, 2005, p. 96) 

because the credibility of any findings, conclusions and claims depend on the 

combination between the methodology and methods adopted and the research 

focus. For this reason, choosing the right methodology and methods is very 

crucial and this is considered as a reflective and philosophical endeavour (ibid.) 

It is up to the researcher to decide which are the best methods to be used to 

collect and interpret the valid data needed for the project. Choices and 

decisions have then to be justified. This is because researchers should be able 

to contend that the methods adopted, elicit the data that "legitimately and validly 

answers the questions they have posed" (Wellington et a/., 2005, p. 101). 

This particular project involves people in a social setting and inevitably this may, 

as Wellington et a/., (2005) say, involve a "range of potential contributory causal 
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factors and multiple perspectives and interpretations" (p. 96). Naturally I bore 

this in mind when I chose my research methodology and methods. 

At the same time, I was careful not to take anything for granted and to question 

all my fundamental assumptions about how things work, how people think and 

react and ultimately what makes sense. For this reason, questioning throughout 

the process of the research was of utmost importance. As Wellington et a/. 

(2005) say, "a reflective and reflexive approach" (p.96) is very important, trying 

to go beyond what is perceived to be simple or obvious. 

Research that involves human beings is not easy and simple because it "is 

always on I forI with other people - and getting knowledge on I for I with other 

people is a complex matter. It is complex for three main reasons: human 

agency; social relations, especially the effects of power; and ethics" (Griffiths, 

1998, p. 35-36). In my research, these three elements are very prominent: the 

human aspect is the basic element on which the entire research is founded; 

social relations playa very important role between Heads of school and the rest 

of the staff, and incidentally, Griffiths pinpoints exclusively the effects of power, a 

quality directly associated with headship; and ethics which should be the 

backbone of every research project, in particular of a project conducted within 

the educational field. No educational research can discard issues relating to 

legal and ethical considerations in particular relating to confidentiality, ownership 

and management of data, copyright and intellectual rights (Campbell et ai, 
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2004). These issues can be tricky to negotiate and research participants may 

have potential concerns relating to them. This might have been truer in my 

situation that involved a closely-knit community of schools. Albeit all have their 

autonomy and style of leadership, they all form part of a corpus namely Maltese 

Roman Catholic Church schools. 

"Issues of increasing importance are the justification for one's methodology, the 

consideration of ethical matters and the social context of research in the 

workplace" (Campbell et aI, 2004, p. 81). Wellington et al., (2005) say that the 

choice of methodologies and methods is determined and influenced by a 

number of components that include 

The personal predilections, interests and disciplinary background 
of the researcher; why the research is being done and the desired 
outcomes; the sorts of questions being asked; situational and 
contextual factors; ethical and moral issues relevant at different 
stages of the research process, the resources and time table 
available, and the nature of the research population and the ability 
of 'subjects' to give particular types of responses (p. 99). 

In my case it is a fact that many of these factors influenced my choice of 

methodology and methods. My personal preferences have always been 

questionnaires and interviews because I have used these methods in my 

previous three research projects (Diploma, Bachelors, and Masters) and I feel 

versed in their application. I also feel convinced that through these two 

methods, the researcher can triangulate information. To add to this, qualitative 

methodologies are concerned with authenticity, voice and interpretation of 
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situations and behaviour (Campbell et al., 2004). Furthermore, the grounded 

approach that is being adopted in this research should make the two methods 

i.e. interviews and questionnaires even more reliable where theory would 

emerge from and is grounded in data (Le Compte and Preissle, 1993). 

POSITIONALITY 

The researcher's position should also be made clear: "To fail to do so would be 

to lay themselves open to criticisms of unacknowledged bias" (Wellington et aI., 

2005, p.1 01). It is important to reflect on researcher positionality and to 

interrogate one's philosophical position and fundamental assumptions 

concerning ontology, epistemology and human nature and agency. These have 

a very marked and indicative influence upon the choice and use of methodology 

and method (Wellington et ai, 2005). 

ONTOLOGICAL ASSUMPTIONS 

Ontological assumptions about social reality focus on issues around being 

human within the world and on whether social reality or aspects of the social 

world, are perceived to be external, independent, given and objectively real or 

rather are seen as socially constructed, subjectively experienced and the result 

of human thought as expressed through language. 
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If the social world is seen as given, one will believe that it can be observed and 

accounted for through objective quantifiable data. This usually leads to the 

adoption of positivist, scientific experimental methodology and use of methods 

like tests and structured observation schedules. 

Taking a social constructivist position, it will be necessary to collect subjective 

accounts and perceptions that explain how the world is experienced and 

constructed by the people who live in it. Thus methods will be naturalistic, 

phenomenological, ethnographic, auto/biographical using methods like 

participant observation and unstructured interviews. 

Recent research is now adopting the stance that both nature and nurture 

contribute towards difference (Capra, 1997; Walford, 1998; Wellington et al., 

2005). Yet one factor is usually perceived to have an edge over the other. 

Inevitably this is liable to affect what is perceived as valid data, and 

consequently the methods adopted to collect, analyse and interpret it. 

The ontological stance may also affect any action that will be taken as a result of 

the findings. Consequently, the ontological assumptions of the researcher can 

have ethical consequences. For instance, if from this research it transpired that 

the majority of heads are unqualified and need training, the Secretariat might 

feel bound to enforce higher academic levels. Or maybe the vision of some of 

these heads of schools does not tally with what is actually expected from a 
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Roman Catholic school and this may cause concern from the authorities. 

Therefore in research that involves people in any way, these assumptions have 

to be borne in mind (Wellington et a/., 2005). 

EPISTEMOLOGICAL ASSUMPTIONS 

"Many of the bitter arguments about the significance of research findings are 

founded in fundamental disagreements about knowledge and how to get it: 

these are precisely disagreements about methodology and epistemology" 

(Griffiths, 1998, p. 33). 

Epistemology is the theory of knowledge, thus epistemological assumptions 

relate to the origin and nature of knowledge, and what is considered to 

constitute knowledge. Research is done to elicit data and consequently 

knowledge, usually with the aim of bringing about some kind of improvement 

and / or change. For this reason, it is impossible to engage in research and 

ignore epistemology. Connected to this would be the notion of truth, i.e. how the 

data that is derived from the research is perceived to support the knowledge that 

it claims it does. To add to this, criteria for deciding what constitutes acceptable 

and appropriate knowledge have to be established (Ramazanoglu, 1990; 

Gamson, 2000; Olesen, 2000). 
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At this point it is salient to consider the ways in which people are believed to be 

capable of controlling their actions within the world. Do people have control 

over, or even initiate actions and make choices, or do they simply respond to the 

environment to do things that happen to them? Do people have what is referred 

to in psychology as the locus of control? (Rotter,1975; 1980). Since researchers 

are human beings, this area cannot be overlooked or discarded as whatever 

researchers decide inevitably applies to them and to their research populations 

(Wellington et al., 2005). 

This brings out such notions as social power, role and agency. It also raises 

questions about natural behaviours (Miller and Dollard, 1985; Atkinson, 

Atkinson, Smith, Bem, and Noten-Hoeksema, 2000). The usual norm is that the 

more social power a person has, the more one can choose what to do in life. 

This may be further complicated by the way in which people may have power in 

particular social settings but not in others. For example, in this study, some 

heads may be perceived as seemingly powerful in their educational 

organisations because they manage and lead the school. However they may be 

simultaneously impotent, subordinate or far less authoritative in their religious 

community where they are 'ruled over' by their religious community superiors. 

Notions of human nature and agency have to be borne in mind when choosing 

methods and methodology: if it is believed that people behave in predetermined 

or reactive ways, then observatory techniques would be appropriate. Yet if it is 
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perceived that people can make their own decisions, then methods that look into 

explanations and understanding of personal perceptions and attitudes will be 

needed. 

The epistemological implications of opting for specific methodologies and 

methods have to be borne in mind. In this process I pondered on how the ways 

in which I conceive of, approach, and go about doing my research may influence 

the type and nature of the knowledge that I envisage my research would 

produce. 

RESEARCH METHODS 

INTERVIEWS 

The first research tool used was Interviewing. Kvale (1996) says that interviews 

are a step towards regarding knowledge as generated between humans. Thus 

the social situated ness of research data would be more emphasised (Cohen et 

a/., 2001). Interviews are inter-subjective because they allow participants, both 

interviewers and interviewees, to discuss their conceptions of the world from 

their different points of view (Laing, 1967; Barker and Johnson, 1998). 

I nterviews can go deep into the motivations, reasons and perspectives of 

respondents (Kerlinger, 1970). 
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Kvale (1996) says that an interview follows an unwritten script for interactions, 

"the rules for which only surface when they are transgressed" (p.125). That is 

why the interviewer must be at pains to conduct the interview carefully and 

sensitively. According to the author, since the interviewer is the research 

instrument, the former should not only be knowledgeable about the subject 

matter that is being researched, but should also be an expert in interaction and 

communication. 

In the initial phase of the study I conducted ten semi-structured interviews (five 

with Secondary Heads and five with Primary Heads) worked in proportion to the 

total number of schools involved in the study. Sample size "often plagues 

researchers" (Cohen et al., 2001, p. 93) but in my opinion ten were 

representative enough, as they constitute twenty five per cent of the whole 

school cohort. Enlarging the number would have made my work less feasible 

and practical. 

Semi-structured interviews may include some predetermined questions, yet the 

order in which these are asked can be modified according to the interviewer's 

perception of what seems most appropriate (Robson, 2002). Wording can be 

changed and explanations given. Questions that may seem inappropriate with a 

particular interviewee can be omitted, or additional ones included (Robson, 

2002). In fact during the process of interviewing I was very flexible and let the 

interview flow in a natural manner. 
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Interviews are "a two-person conversation .... for the specific purpose of 

obtaining research-relevant information" (Cannell and Kaahn, 1968, p.S27). In 

this case, through direct verbal interaction, interviews served to elicit the main 

issues that needed to be explored in this exploratory study. 

Initial interview questions need to be easy, non-demanding and not threatening, 

in order to put respondents at ease (Patton, 1980). I asked respondents 

whether they had any problems regarding audio taping the interview. The 

majority of the interviewees (n = 7) did not object to this. Yet the other 

respondents (n = 3) found some difficulty. Therefore I had to use the other 

option of taking notes and comments. It was a matter of a trade-of between the 

"need to catch as much data as possible and yet to avoid having so threatening 

an environment that it impedes the potential of the interview situation" (Cohen et 

al., 2001, p.281). 

Cohen et 8/ (2001) allege that it is often after the cassette recorder or video 

camera has been switched off that the '''gems' of the interview are revealed, or 

people may wish to say something 'off the record'" (p.279). 

During the interview I noted details like where and when the interview was 

conducted together with particular characteristics and behaviours of the 

interviewee, before, during and after the interview. 
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During the interviews that I recorded in the form of handwritten notes I felt it was 

vital to write down the dialogue, as much as possible, verbatim. 

When it came to transcribing the interviews it was important for me to be 

discriminating in the selection of excerpts that were to be transcribed (Campbell, 

2004). It was not practical, and anyway futile, to transcribe the entire interviews. 

There was also another problem that I had to solve: in Malta the official 

language is Maltese. Yet a lot of people, especially those who belong to middle 

class (and upwards) and people of a certain educational level, tend to use a lot 

of English while conversing. As a result a lot of these interviews were a 

concoction of Maltese and English. Yet when transcribing, I had to translate 

everything into the English language, trying to give the closest and most faithful 

interpretation. 

Cohen et aI, (2001) say that transcribing is a crucial step because there is a 

potential chance of losing data, of distortion and of reduction of complexity. 

Transcriptions inevitably lose data from the original encounter. This problem is 

compounded, because a transcription is a translation from one set of rule 

systems (oral and interpersonal) to another very remote rule system (written 

language) (Kvale, 1996). As the prefix indicates, in a transcription there is a 

change in form, therefore it is a selective transformation. As Cohen et al., 

(2001) state, there can be no single correct transcription: "rather the issue 

becomes whether, to what extent, and how a transcription is useful for the 
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research". In my case, interviews were explicitly aimed at eliciting the main 

issues that were to be further explored in this study. For this reason, I had to be 

ever more selective. I also used interviews in my discussion to support issues 

that came out from the questionnaires. The amount of data was huge, so I had 

no choice but to try to choose the best quotes to support my arguments: "When 

it comes to writing up the conclusions from the interview, the researcher has no 

choice but to be selective in the choice of extracts to quote in support" (Nisbet, 

2006, p. 12) 

As I said earlier on, the interview is also a social encounter, not just a tool for 

collecting data. The possible problem of transcribing is that it makes the 

interview simply a mass of data rather than a record of a social encounter. That 

is why extra attention has to be taken even if the interview is being recorded. To 

minimise this problem as much as possible, in my journal, after each interview, I 

noted as many contextual factors as possible, paying special attention to the 

visual and non-verbal aspects of the interview as suggested by Mishler (1986). 

"We have to beware of assuming words are a mirror of reality, of 'treating 

language as a transparent window on the world ... a direct channel to some real 

thing in the social world" (Oancea, 2004, p. 748). Apart from the interviewee's 

words, the interviewer has to pay particular attention to the intonation, eye 

contact, body movement and all the non-verbals which people use, very often 

unconsciously (Nisbet, 2006). Video-recording would have solved a great 

degree of this problem but apart from being more time-consuming to analyse 
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(Cohen et a/., 2001) it would have probably been more threatening in the sense 

that it is more self-revealing. And bearing in mind that 3 of my interviewees 

objected to being audio-taped, proposing video-taping would have made matters 

worse. 

When it comes to transcribing interviews, Nisbet (2006) comes with a few 

assertions saying, amongst other things that there is no such thing as an 

accurate transcription of an interview; that the notion of having a neutral 

interviewer is an impossibility because every person has his / her own biases 

and opinions: an interviewer is not a blank sheet on which interviewees write 

their thoughts. He goes on to say that interviewing "is an art, not a method -

and transcribing is a bit of an art too" (Nisbet, 2006, p. 12). 

QUESTIONNAIRES 

The other research method that I used was questionnaires. These were 

distributed personally to every participant and in the process I introduced myself 

and explained the whole motive of the research. 

Questionnaires are useful tools for descriptive purposes because they seek 

detailed intimate reflection from the respondent; they can provide information 

about people characteristics and the relationship between such characteristics 
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(Wilson and McLean, 1994). Therefore in this particular research, they were 

envisaged to be an adequate research tool. 

The questionnaire is an effective and widely used research instrument adopted 

to gather survey data (Cohen et a/., 2001). This is because questionnaires can 

be designed in order to provide structured data that is very frequently 

comparatively straightforward to be analysed (Wilson and McLean, 1994; Cohen 

et a/., 2001). They are also easy to administer and analyse, and they are 

consistent across subjects (Silvester, 2004). Yet they are also perceived to 

have some important limitations: attention is focused on topics that the 

researcher considers to be significant and salient. Thus the respondent may 

have little or no freedom to negotiate the meaning or relevance of the attribution 

with the researcher (Antaki, 1994). 

Yet on the whole, questionnaires are a very versatile data-gathering method. 

They are not expensive to administer and can be used to gather a great diversity 

of data, both qualitative and quantitative. 

Apart from serving to collect data, questionnaires can serve to raise awareness 

of particular issues and make respondents feel valued and important elements 

of the decision-making process (Campbell, et aI., 2004). Questionnaires can 

also be instrumental in educating, and in opening respondents' eyes to particular 

issues, concepts and ways of perceiving. 
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In fact I truly believe that while filling in the questionnaire, many of the 

respondents (if not all) had to stop and think before answering certain questions. 

I also believe that they may have become conscious of certain issues. Cases in 

point would be question 1 (what it feels like to be head of a roman Catholic 

school), question 6 (style of leadership) question 7 (relationship with staff), 

question 8 (handling staff conflict), question 9 (motivation for work), question 10 

Oob satisfaction), questions 11 - 14 Oob stress), questions 20 and 21 (what is 

expected from the head of church school), questions 23 and 25 (school culture 

and vision) and question 26 (difference between leading and managing). 

One basic requirement of questionnaires is that the researcher knows what kind 

of information is needed to be collected (Borg and Gall, 1979). In my case, there 

was very little difficulty with this as the main issues to be explored were elicited 

from the interviews. Questionnaires need to have some standardised questions 

where the researcher is confident that the questions mean the same thing to 

different respondents (Robson, 2002). Consequently, a number of closed 

questions were included. 

However, such questions may not enable the respondents to add any necessary 

remarks and thus there may be the possible risk of some kind of bias in them 

(Oppenheim, 1992; Bogdan and Biklen, 1992). For this reason, a number of 

open-ended questions were also included, adopting a more word-based 

qualitative approach to elicit richer data (Cohen et a/., 2001). Open-ended 

114 



questions were aimed as a 'catch-all' (Campbell et a/., 2004 p. 157), giving the 

respondents an opportunity to explore more freely and reveal any opinions, 

ideas and comments that they wished to write down. 

As Campbell et at. (2004) suggest, in formulating the questionnaire I had to 

strike a balance between the response rate on one hand, and the length, 

complexity, density and covering on the other. I was aware all the time that 

every question I include in the questionnaire is at the expense of another, and 

some questions lead to others. So it was important for me to prioritise the data 

that I really needed to collect. 

In planning the layout, I tried to make it look as relaxing to the eyes as possible, 

spreading it over 7 pages, leaving enough space for respondents to answer at 

leisure. Cramming it into fewer pages would have made the questionnaire look 

discouraging and I believe, rendering it less likely to be filled in. 

With the questionnaire I included instructions relating to completing and 

returning that were very easy to read and understand. My letter also explained 

how ethical issues were going to be safeguarded. I also included a self­

addressed envelope to facilitate response. 

The questionnaire that I devised included different types of questions aimed at 

eliciting different types of data: 
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PILOTING 

Descriptive data, which includes information about preferences and 

personal histories (questions 2,3,4,6,7,8,16,17,18). 

Insight data, studying the respondents' attitudes and perceptions 

(questions 1,5, 9,10,11,12,15,19,20,21,22,23,25,26). 

Explanatory data, looking at reasons behind actions (questions 13, 

24). 

Evaluative data, looking at how effective and valuable particular 

aspects are (question 14). 

Personal data, to obtain demographic information about the 

respondents (last part of the questionnaire). 

In order for the questionnaire to be as refined as possible, it was piloted, 

because this "is crucial to its success" (Cohen et al., 2001, p.260). Piloting 

increases reliability, validity and practicability (Oppenheim, 1992; Morrison, 

1993; Wilson and McLean, 1994) because it checks clarity and helps to 

eliminate ambiguities and difficulties in working, layout, length and time taken to 

complete (Borg and Gall, 1979; Cohen et al., 2001). 

The questionnaire was piloted with a Primary and Secondary Head teacher, a 

colleague of mine who read for a Masters Degree in Educational Management 

with me, the Head of the Secretariat for Catholic Education and a colleague from 
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the Faculty of Education, University of Malta, whose field of expertise is 

Educational leadership. 

The overall feedback was very good. Yet there were some minor suggestions: 

the head of the Secretariat felt that question number 5 "Do you feel adequately 

trained in Headship" might be taken badly by some of the respondents as it 

might offend them. This was discussed with my tutor and we decided that the 

question should remain as it is. In fact both the primary and the secondary 

heads did not comment on it. The Secondary Head teacher found no need for 

any adjustments while the Primary Head teacher suggested that I should include 

a question on help and support. This is now question number 15 "Do you feel 

you have adequate help / support when you come across difficulties?". My 

study colleague suggested that I should include a question on stress coping 

strategies, namely question number 14 "Do you use any stress coping 

strategies? If in the affirmative, can you share what these are?". Finally my 

colleague from university suggested that in question number 6 (tHow would you 

describe your style of leadership" I should give examples and question number 

26 "Do you see any difference between managing a school and leading a 

school?" might be misleading. Yet after discussion with my tutor, I decided that 

giving examples in question 6 might create a bias and I should leave question 

26 as it is in order to elicit whether Heads identify any difference between 

leading and managing. 
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The questionnaire response from the different Heads was very varied. 

received the first questionnaire on the day after I distributed the questionnaires. 

That was a very quick and prompt response and taking a quick glance at the 

way the questionnaire was filled in, it was evident that the respondent took the 

matter seriously. The flow of the returned questionnaire was constant so that by 

the end of mid June 2006 I had eighteen returned questionnaires in hand. 

Seeing that the end of the scholastic year was drawing near, I sent an email to 

all Heads thanking those who had returned the questionnaire and urging the 

others to return it, explaining again the importance of this research. A few other 

envelopes came in. At the beginning of July I made a final attempt by sending 

another email, marked urgent, asking Heads to send the questionnaire before 

the summer recess. In the meantime I was contacted by three Heads who said 

that they preferred to fill in the questionnaire with me. So I fixed an appointment 

with each and things went very smoothly. It came to my knowledge that there 

was a small number of Heads (about three) who were reluctant to fill and send in 

the questionnaire lest I would report their views to the Secretariat. By the end of 

July, the total number of returned questionnaire was thirty (seventy five per 

cent), which in my opinion was a very good response. I photocopied all the 

questionnaires to be able to keep the originals in a safe place and use the 

copies, thus being able to jot down notes, highlight, cut, paste and do all that 

was necessary to make my work more feasible and easier. 
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TRIANGULATION 

Triangulation is frequently used to check the perceptions and interpretations of 

several people (Campbell et a/. 2004). Crosschecking and gathering different 

perceptions of participants is an essential way of ensuring reliability and 

authenticity (ibid). 

Triangulation can assist the researcher to generate reliable evidence (Cohen et 

aI, 2001). There is a risk that observations will be selective, and the effects of 

this can be attenuated by triangulation. 

"Triangulation can help to counter all of the threats to validity" (Robson, 2002, p. 

175) though there is no foolproof way of guaranteeing validity (Miles and 

Huberman, 1994; Maxwell, 1996). Yet triangulation provides alternative and 

sometimes overlapping strategies that without doubt may help in ruling out 

threats to the process (Robson, 2002). 

Defined as the use of two or more methods of data collection (Cohen et a/., 

2001; Robson, 2002; Campbell et a/., 2004) , triangulation is considered to be a 

cogent way of proving validity (Eisenhart and Howe, 1992). Relying on one 

research method may bias or distort data (Cohen et a/., 2001), and can also 

create "method-bounded ness" (Smith, 1975). For this reason I decided to 

triangulate data through the use of interviews and questionnaires. 
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ETHICAL ISSUES AND CONSIDERATIONS 

"Ethics has to do with the application of moral principles to prevent harming or 

wronging others, to promote the good, to be respectful and to be fair (Sieber, 

1994, p. 14). Ethical issues, concerns and considerations are important at every 

stage of the research process, irrespective of the methodologies that are being 

adopted. 

Ethical awareness focuses mainly on the subject matter and methods of 

research and findings in so far as they affect the participants (Cohen et al. 

2001). Researchers are thus required to find a balance between the demands 

placed on them as professional scientists in the search of truth, and the 

participants' rights and values that may be potentially threatened by research. 

This is sometimes referred to as the costs / benefits ratio (Frankfort - Nachmias 

and Nachmias, 1992). 

For this reason, researchers have to proceed ethically without threatening the 

validity of the research. Methodological and ethical issues are inextricably 

interwoven in much of the research that is qualitative or interpretive (Hitchcock 

and Hughes, 1995). The research should respect the equal worth of all people -

this is treating people as ends rather than means (Strike, 1990). 

By its very nature, educational research involves studying people's activities in 

one way or another. For this reason the researcher must take responsibility for 
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the well-being of those who participate in the research (Wilkinson and Stark, 

1997). Ethical guidelines relate to the need for respect for the participant, for 

knowledge, for democratic values and for the quality of educational research, 

and also include matters relating to the responsibilities that the researcher has 

towards the participants in the research, to any sponsors of the research and to 

the community of educational researchers (ibid). 

Questionnaires and interviews are an intrusion into the life of respondents 

because the latter "are not passive data providers for researchers; they are 

subjects not objects of research" (Cohen et a/., 2001, p. 245). 

Consequently some ethical issues had to be borne in mind and considered 

when carrying out the research. Such issues included: 

not feeling coerced to take part (Cohen and Manion, 1994): Although 

participants were encouraged and urged to take part in the research, 

because their participation was crucial for the study, they were in no 

way compelled to participate. 

guaranteeing as far as possible issues of confidentiality, anonymity 

and non-traceability (Cohen et a/., 2001): since the research 

population was specific and relatively small, this may have been 

perceived to be very difficult. Therefore every precaution had to be 

taken so that responses and lor respondents would not be 

distinguishable. 
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no sensitive or threatening questions that may lead to over-report or 

under-report (Sudman and Bradburn, 1982): I paid extra attention 

when wording the questions so none would be perceived to be self­

incriminating, hence participants would not feel endangered or 

unsafe. Importance was also given to the layout of the questionnaire 

so that it would look flowing and straightforward. 

the right to withdraw from the research and I or not answer particular 

questions (Borg and Gall, 1979): participants were specifically told 

that they were free to refrain from the research, omit any questions 

that may be perceived as self-incriminating, or even not take part at 

all. 

assurance of methodological rigour and fairness, validity and 

reliability, through the avoidance of bias (Morrison, 1996): participants 

were guaranteed both verbally and in writing that findings would be 

analysed and presented in the most professional and procedural 

manner. 

I felt that these ethical points were important because the human aspect must 

not be forgotten or overlooked at any point during my research (Borg and Gall, 

1979). 
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KEEPING A JOURNAL 

During the course of my research, I found it very useful to keep a journal. This 

helped in my data collection and in noting experiences, words, and any other 

striking factors that I felt were necessary for my research. I kept a list of events, 

dated and timed. I documented behaviour of others, and my own reactions, 

some "deliberative thoughts" as Holly (1988, p.78) calls them. Logging also the 

course and the conduct of the research project was a very useful aid when it 

came to writing up my methodology. 

This journal involved a great deal of reflection that helped me think, analyse, 

understand and appraise more people and situations. Consequently this yielded 

invaluable data relating to the research focus. 

ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS USING GROUNDED THEORY 

Grounded theory comprises both a method and the product of inquiry 

(Charmaz, 2003). Grounded theory involves a set of flexible, analytic guidelines 

that allow researchers to converge their data collection and to formulate 

inductive middle-range theories by means of successive levels of data analysis 

and conceptual development (Charmaz, 2003). Grounded theory methods 

entail simultaneous data collection and analysis, with each factor informing and 

focusing the other throughout the entire process. Grounded theorists 



commence analyses early in order to be able to focus further data collection. In 

turn these focused data are used to refine any emerging analyses. Grounded 

theory strives for an analytic interpretation of research participants' worlds and 

of the processes that represent how these worlds are built. 

Today there is a drive towards adopting a constructivist approach to grounded 

theory. Some authors (Charmaz, 1990, 2000, 2003; Charmaz and Mitchell, 

2001) advocate a reflexive, constructivist version of grounded theory that 

emphasises the studied phenomenon, rather than the methods of studying it. 

Constructivist grounded theorists take a reflexive standpoint: "we must build 

upon its constructivist elements rather than objectivist leanings" (Chiraz, 2005, 

p. 509). What researchers observe depends on their personal prior interpretive 

frames, biographies, interests, the research context, their relationship with 

research participants, concrete field experiences and methods of initiating, 

making, and recording empirical materials. "We share in constructing what we 

define as data" (Chiraz, 2005, p. 509). Our conceptual categories emanate 

from our interpretations of data rather than from data or from methodological 

practices (Glaser, 2002). This would mean taking a critical stance while 

adopting a systematic approach to research that cultivates integrating subjective 

experience with social conditions in the research. All analyses come from 

specific stances, including even those that surface during the research process. 

Grounded theory studies materialize through data, comparisons, building 

categories, employing theoretical sampling and integrating an analysis. But how 
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all these research activities are conducted does not happen in a social vacuum 

(Chiraz, 2005). The whole research route is an interactive process: past 

experiences and current interests of the researcher infuse and integrate in the 

processing of all the data. Neither data nor ideas are simple entities that the 

researcher passively observes and compiles (Holstein and Gubrium, 1995). 

Contrary to this, Glaser (2002) keeps insisting that data is something separate 

from the researcher and says that competent researchers do not let their data 

be tarnished during interpretation. Yet this notion is rather contested as no 

analysis can be said to be neutral. No researcher is uninitiated (Oenzin, 1994; 

Morse, 1998; Schwandt, 1994; 2000; Chiraz, 2005). "What we know shapes, 

but does not necessarily determine what we 'find'" (Chiraz, 2005, p. 510) and 

"as social scientists, we define what we record as data, yet how we define data 

outlines how we represent them in our works" (ibid., p. 511). To add to this, data 

need to be informed by the researcher's theoretical sensitivity, as data on its 

own is insufficient (Silverman, 2000). 

Grounded theorists insist that the researcher defines what is happening in the 

setting of the research (Glaser, 1978; Glaser and Strauss, 1967). This is in line 

with the Chicago tradition: discover and detail the social context within which 

action occurs. A dual focus on action and context can help the researcher to 

make distinctive and clear explanations of people behaviour. "What people 

think, feel, and do, must be analysed within the relevant social contexts, which, 

in turn, people construct through action and interaction" (Chiraz, 2005, p. 524). 
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People consider the actions of those around them as they themselves act and 

interact. Interaction depends on fitting lines of action together (Blumer, 1969; 

1979). Attention has also to be paid to language as this shapes meaning and 

influences action as the Chicago school tradition also affirms. 

There should also be a reciprocal and dynamic relationship between 

interpretation and action as people interpret what happens around and to them, 

and shape actions accordingly, especially when something interrupts their 

routines and causes them to rethink their positions. 

Grounded theory provides the tools to elicit contradictions within the empirical 

world: to tell the difference between what people say and compare it to what 

they actually do. Learning what meaning people give to things makes what 

they do with them more comprehensible, at least from their point of view. 

Equally how people act toward things in their worlds show the significance that 

they give to such things. Such considerations help the researcher to build an 

inductive analysis instead of imposing structured concepts. 

Grounded theory is a methodology that asks for constant comparison, thus 

combining data analysis with data collection. Grounded theory has five analytic 

goals: 

• Build rather than test theory. 
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• 

• 

• 

• 

Provide researchers with analytic tools for handling masses of raw 

data. 

Help the analysts to consider alternative meanings of phenomena. 

Be systematic and creative simultaneously. 

Identify, develop, and relate the concepts that are the building blocks 

of theory. (Strauss and Corbin, 1998, p. 13). 

The heart of data analysis in grounded theory is based on three types of modus 

operandi: open, axial, and selective coding (Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Strauss 

and Corbin, 1998). 

Open Coding: this occurs at the initial phase of the study where data is 

conceptualised and categorised mainly by making comparisons and asking 

questions of the data. Open coding initiates the process of labelling many 

individual phenomena. Then a number of individually labelled concepts are 

clustered around a related theme. The categories are sometimes words used 

by the participants themselves, what Strauss and Corbin call "in vivo" language. 

Once categories are formed in open coding, they are fleshed out in terms of 

their assigned qualities and dimensions. The qualities are "characteristics of a 

category, the delineation of which defines and gives it meaning" (Strauss and 

Corbin, 1998, p. 101). Dimensions show how each property can vary along a 

continuum: for example by frequency (never to every day) or amount of impact 

(little to transformative) (Brown, 1999). Open coding is attained by examining 
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the transcripts line by line, by paragraph, and sometimes by going through the 

entire document. 

Axial Coding: this is the process of relating categories to their subcategories 

"linking a category at the level of properties and dimensions" (p. 123). The main 

function of axial coding is to create a model that gives information on the specific 

conditions that give rise to a phenomenon's occurrence. Conditions can be 

causal, intervening, contextual or all of these three factors. Causal conditions 

are factors that lead to the occurrence of the phenomenon. Intervening 

conditions refer to a wide range of factors that can have an effect on the 

phenomenon: they are those conditions that "mitigate or otherwise impact 

causal conditions on phenomena" (Strauss and Corbin, 1998, p.131). 

Contextual conditions are the "specific set of conditions (patterns of conditions) 

that intersect dimensionally at this time and place to create a set of 

circumstances or problems to which persons respond through actions / 

interactions" (Strauss and Corbin, 1998, p. 132). Actions and interactions are 

processes and different conditions facilitate and / or constrain them. 

Consequences refer to the outcome of the phenomenon as it is engaged 

through action and interaction. 

Selective Coding: this builds upon the basis of the previous open and axial 

coding. It is "the process of selecting the central or core category, 

systematically relating it to other categories, validating those relationships, and 
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filling in categories that need further refinement and development" (Strauss and 

Corbin, 1990, p. 116). 

Mapping forms the basis of this theory. A theory is actually perceived to be 

grounded when it is validated against the data and mapped out narratively, and 

when states of transition and intervening conditions are included as well. 

In grounded theory, the process is also examined in terms of passage of time in 

order to acquire a sense of how, when and how often the phenomenon occurs 

(Glaser, 1978). The process also includes studying the relationships between 

macro and micro conditions / consequences both to each other and to the 

process (Strauss and Corbin, 1998). 

Grounded theory throws light on compound phenomena, with special emphasis 

on how it occurs. This theory answers process-oriented questions, connecting 

the conditions that give rise to a certain complex, dynamic phenomenon: it is like 

capturing a moving picture instead of a snapshot. Grounded theory generates 

"a rich, tightly woven, explanatory theory that closely approximates the reality it 

represents" (Strauss and Corbin, 1990, p. 57). 

Analysing the interviews involved organising and explaining the data thus 

making sense in terms of the participants' definitions of the situation (Cohen et 

al., 2000). Parlett and Hamilton (1976) suggest that this can be done by taking 
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a wide-angle lens to gather data, and then sifting, sorting, reviewing and 

reflecting so that the most important features emerge. It would be like funnelling 

from the wide to the narrow. 

After collecting the questionnaires they were first divided between primary and 

secondary heads of school. Then data was reduced to be suitable for analysis. 

Data reduction (Cohen et al., 2000) and coding is important for the preparation 

of analysis. Questionnaires were checked to identify any errors made by 

respondents mainly in three aspects: completeness, accuracy and uniformity 

(Moser and Kalton, 1977). 

In the case of specific questions, the responses were collated and themes 

identified. Responses of the different open-ended questions were each typed as 

a list. This was very time-consuming but paved the way for the analysis process 

that was thus very simplified. 

The analysis of qualitative data is without doubt "the most challenging research 

skill to master" (Campbell et al., 2004 p.144). This is because it requires time, 

sensitivity to nuances of meaning and a high ability to accomplish well. To add 

to this facility at data analysis alone is not enough. As a researcher I needed 

not only to be able to interpret data, but also to convert them into information, 

which information I had to articulate and communicate in my discussion. 
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All qualitative data analysis is a very crucial part of the research process. Very 

often it is considered as an interpretative art, rather than a science (Campbell et 

a/., 2004). It is interplay between the researcher and the data itself. This is 

because the process is not objective, mechanistic or scientific. The researcher 

must bring to it knowledge of life and literature, together with the necessary 

technical skills. This made it more important for me to watch out for personal 

biases or preconceptions that may have affected my data collection or analysis. 

Yet at the same time I was aware that as I explained earlier on, I am an integral 

part of this research. 

Writing should lead to further discoveries and deeper insights. It therefore 

should lead to further investigation. Rather than professing authorship under the 

premise of a scientific research, grounded theorists should assert audible voices 

in their writings (Charmaz and Mitchell, 1996; Mitchell and Charmaz, 1996). 

This would mean bringing the writer's self into the words while shedding light on 

the intersubjective worlds. This is bound to evoke the reader's imagined 

involvement in the scenes portrayed and even beyond (Chiraz, 2005). 

INTERPRETING QUALITATIVE MATERIAL 

Usher and Scott (1996) speak of the problems that can be encountered when 

interpreting educational research: 
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Int~rpr~tation is not simply a matter. of 'reading out' a meaning 
which IS already there. Rather, meaning is read into the data and 
this is not simply a matter of eluCidating it by applying neutral 
techniques. Interpretation is a social act and the meaning that is 
read into the data is dependent on the paradigms and research 
traditions within which the researcher is located. It is this which 
makes the researcher the 'great interpreter' with privileged access 
to meaning" (p.177). 

This would mean that apart from keeping a number of factors into perspective 

when trying to interpret data, all interpretations of the data can be open to 

challenge from other researchers, or even, in the case of educational and social 

science research, from the participants themselves. Consequently, the 

interpretative strategies suggested by Glaser and Strauss (1967) were adopted. 

Central meanings and categories of discourse used by participants were 

identified, interview transcripts were read a number of times and questionnaires 

scrutinised in order to be able to achieve in-depth understanding of the content 

of both research media that were used. 

I also was on the look out and gave importance to the degree of engagement, 

animation and in some cases obvious emotion that some participants showed 

regarding certain issues. I could also note how certain interviewees came back 

to certain topics that to them carried a lot of importance in their role as Heads. 

In the whole process I tried to be as faithful as possible to the integrity of the 

account, even when selecting direct quotations both from interviews and 

questionnaires. 



Through this, I tried to ascertain the notion of trustworthiness, which in the 

qualitative paradigm, refers to a conceptual soundness from which value of the 

research can be judged (Marshall and Rossman, 1995). This trustworthiness is 

reinforced by the amount of time spent in the field and with the data, through 

triangulation of data, by mapping what works within the boundaries and 

limitations of the study and through an alertness to the subjective lenses and 

ensuing biases that the qualitative researcher brings to the study (Oenzin, 1978; 

Lincoln and Guba, 1985) 

CONCLUSION 

This research is intended to be a qualitative and subjective project aimed at 

exploring what it is like to be the head of a Maltese Roman Catholic church 

school. The two proposed research methods were envisaged to elicit the right 

data as accurately and authentically as possible adopting a grounded approach. 

Grounded theory provides methods that expound an empirical process in ways 

and means that stimulate the reader to see beyond it (Chiraz, 2005). This is 

because the researcher can go deeper into meaning and action than simple 

words can portray. In this way, a focused grounded theory approach should be 

able to portray a picture of the whole. 



It is envisaged that findings will be presented to the Secretariat for Catholic 

Education so that beneficial policies and procedures can be worked on. The 

findings would also serve as a good reason to hold a number of seminars for 

Heads of Church schools, where findings would be presented and discussed, 

and possible strategies elicited. 



------------



In the words of the author and scientist H.G. Wells, the future is a 
race: 'A race between Education and Catastrophe'. 
Personally, not finding the idea of catastrophe all that attractive, I 
decided some while ago to throw in my lot with Education! 

(Puttman, 2007) 

INTRODUCTION 

The aim of this chapter is to introduce the respondents of the study to the 

reader. The chapter contains demographic information about the participants 

(age and gender), their years of experience in Headship, and their social 

standing (whether they are religious or lay). There is also information about the 

level of the school that these Heads lead (whether primary or secondary) and 

information about the student population. Finally, but very important, is the 

section on the respondents' teaching experience and relevant qualifications 

together with information on any training that these Heads might have had in 

educational leadership and / or management. 

I feel that such information should act as a backdrop to the rest of the study. It 

should also put the reader into the right perspective in order to be able to 

comprehend the findings and the discussion in the ensuing chapter, in the best 

way possible. 



TURNOUT 

Out of the forty questionnaires that were sent out, th irty questionnaires (750/0) 

were returned. 

AGES OF PARTICIPANTS 

Ages of participants varied between 36 to 74 years. 
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YEARS IN HEADSHIP 

Experience in the post of headship is also very wide: 4 respondents have been 

in the post for a few months whereas there are others who have held the post 

for decades, the longest period of headship being thirty-six years. 

Years in Headship 
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GENDER 

Female respondents are in the majority (n = 20). Obviously the remaining are 

males (n = 10). This is in very close ratio to the actual number of female heads 

as opposed to male heads because in the total number of forty Maltese Church 

schools there are actually twenty eight (28) female Heads and twelve (12) male 

Heads. This also shows, that the majority of male Heads (ten out of twelve or 

circa 83%), returned the questionnaire, while female Heads were less 

cooperative as twenty Heads out of twenty eight (or circa 71 %) returned the 

filled-in questionnaire. 

Ge'nder of Respondents 
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RELIGIOUS OR LAY 

The vast majority of heads are members of the religious order that runs the 

school (n = 22) while the other leaders (n = 8) are laypersons. 

Religious versus Lay Heads 

LEVEL OF SCHOOL 

The study covers headship in twelve church primary schools, twelve church 

secondary schools, and six other schools that cater for both levels of education. 
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STUDENT POPULATION 

Student population also comprises a wide range of figures with the smallest 

school cohort comprising of 150 students and the largest cohort being of 980 

students. 

School Population 
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TEACHING EXPERIENCE 

Respondents were asked if they had any teaching experience before they were 

appointed Heads of school. The vast majority (n = 28) answered in the positive 

while there were two respondents who were never in the teaching profession. 

The respondents who answered that they had teaching experience prior to their 

becoming Heads were then asked to state how long this teaching experience 

was. The span of teaching years covers quite a broad range with the least 

being two years as compared to the thirty-one years of another respondent. 
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Respondents were then asked if they have any teaching qualification. Twenty­

eight answered in the positive while naturally the other two answered in the 

negative. Consequently respondents were asked to specify the type of 

teaching qualification that they have: 

Type of Teaching Qualification Number of respondents 

Licentiate 1 + B.A. 1 
--

B.A. + PGCE 2 
B.Ed + M.Ed 1 
Cert. Pedagogy + M.Ed. 1 
B.A. 3 
B.A. + B.A. + Dip. In Holistic Dev. 1 
B.Ed. 2 
Cert. Ped. 1 
M.A (Educ. Stud) 2 
Teachers College + Cert. Theology 1 
Teachers College 6 
B.A. + Teachers College 1 
Teachers College + Montessori Dip. 1 
B.A. + Licentiate in Social Science 1 
Teachers College + Dip. Theology 1 
Ph.D in Education 1 
B.Ph + LPH 1 
Teachers College + Dip. Children with special 1 
Needs. 

Taking a look at the above list, it can be ascertained that although the twenty-

eight respondents all hold a qualification / s, some degrees are not really 

teaching related. 

The next step was to ask respondents who had teaching experience if that had 

been their only occupation since they left school. Two people did not respond; 

I This is a degree declaring one as professionally competent to exercise a profession. Normally priests 
read for it with or after the lectorate. Lay persons can also read for it in philosophy or social sciences. 
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twelve answered in the negative meaning that besides teaching they had had 

other occupations; sixteen answered in the positive, stating that teaching was 

their only occupation since they finished their own education. 

Those who had previous teaching experience were asked if they think that they 

were given the post of Head of school on the basis of this. Respondents' 

answers were quite varied. 

Two respondents did not answer the question. Three other participants simply 

answered, "Yes" with another respondent saying "Probably" and two others 

writing "Partly". The next five respondents answered in the positive but gave a 

reason: 

"Yes, I think so. Reliability more than anything." (Female, primary, 
religious Head respondent) 

"Yes, but also because of my leadership skills, commitment and 
vision." (Female, secondary, lay Head respondent) 
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"That was an important part of it. Other important areas were the 
various leadership experiences in different areas of my life and for 
a well articulated vision which resonates with that of the school." 
(Male, secondary, lay Head respondent) 

"Yes and also because the need arose." (Female, primary, 
religious Head respondent) 

"Yes and when a need arose to replace the Head of our school." 
(Female, primary, religious Head respondent) 

The last two very similar responses show how certain Heads, who come from 

religious communities, find themselves in the post of Headship unpredictably. 

Some are happy to accept the post while some others do it out of obedience: 

"Being religious, we are always bound to obey." (Female, primary, 
religious Head respondent) 

In fact during one of the interviews, the Head said: 

"I did not choose the role of Head. It was given to me, or rather 
imposed on me. I was sent abroad for training in management 
before I took up the post. It came to me quite as a surprise. I 
must admit that on one hand it showed that my superiors believe 
in me. Yet on the other, it is a huge responsibility without which 
one can do. Still now I am here and I have to do my best for the 
sake of the school and for the sake of my Community." (Male, 
secondary, religious Head interviewee) 

And yet another Head revealed: 

"When I was informed about my new role, it struck me like 
thunder. I spent a couple of sleepless nights wondering how on 
earth I could take up such a role and make a good job out of it. 
Fine, I taught for a good number of years. But that is different 
from having to lead an entire school all on your own. And the 
parents of some of the students here can be very difficult to deal 
with. In fact I must admit that this was one of my greatest 
concerns. Then I threw myself in the hands of God and I said 
'Thy will be done'. Seems so far things are moving smoothly." 
(Female, primary, religious Head interviewee) 



Going back to the question where respondents were asked if they think that they 

were given the post of Head of school on the basis of their teaching experience, 

there were some who said that this was not the only criterion: 

"Not only. Personal qualities and aptitude were also into it." 
(Female, primary, religious Head respondent) 

Finally there was that group of respondents who outrightly answered in the 

negative, with some writing simply a "No" while others provided reasons: 

"No. We were sent abroad to study and then graduated. But 
mostly I feel that I was given the post due to my outstanding 
leadership traits." (Female, primary, religious Head respondent) 

"No, I think it's because I have the qualities of a good leader and 
because I have been instrumental to affect changes in other 
schools." (Female, primary, lay Head respondent) 

It has been strongly agreed and accentuated both in literature and in my 

research that heads of schools are vital to the process of school improvement 

(Blackmore et aI, 2006). One of the most salient features is to recognise the fact 

that leaders' approaches have to be tailor-made to the particular needs of the 

school, the context in which it functions and its social role. In fact as is 

discussed in the literature review, leadership style depends a lot on the situation 

which leaders find themselves in. The style, efficiency and effectiveness of the 

leader also depend on how much the leader is familiar with the particular area 

that one is operating in (Bush and Coleman, 2000). The context of the situation 

is a vital element of how leadership is articulated. Therefore in my opinion 

having previous teaching experience is quite an asset for any educational 

leader. 
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TRAINING IN HEADSHIP 

Respondents were asked if they were trained in Headship before they were 

given the post of school leaders. Sixteen (or 53%) answered in the positive 

while the other fourteen (or 47%) answered in the negative. 

Subsequently respondents who answered in the positive were asked to specify 

their kind of Headship training. 

Degree Number of 
Respondents 

M.Ed 2 
Short ad hoc courses 5 
Diploma in Educational Administration 2 
and ManaQement + M.Ed 
M.A + short ad hoc courses 1 
Diploma in Educational Administration 5 
and ManaQement 
PhD 1 
M SA + short ad hoc courses 1 

Three of the respondents who said that they do not possess any training in 

Headship still added a comment in the "Other' section: 

"I have held administrative posts in the Congregation." (Female, 
secondary, religious Head respondent) 

"I have had periodic training by the Congregation." (Female, 
primary, religious Head respondent) 

"Nonetheless the priestly formation gives one a sound 
foundation in humanities, organisation and pastoral care and 
some pedagogy (catechesis)." (Male, primary, religious Head 
respondent) 

Naturally they felt that this information was important in the sense that although 

they do not possess any specific qualification in Educational leadership or 
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management, they still feel that holding an administrative post within the 

Community or receiving training by the same Community can be helpful. 

Noteworthy is the last comment where the respondent feels that being a priest 

means automatically being a good leader. 

The subsequent question tried to elicit information whether respondents have 

received any kind of training in Educational management and / or leadership 

while they have been Heads of schools. Twenty Heads (circa 67% ) replied in 

the positive while the other ten (circa 33%
) replied in the negative. I feel that 

this issue has to be tackled either by the religious communities that run the 

schools, or even by the Secretariat itself. In an era when lifelong education is 

being so advocated for all, the importance that Heads obtain ongoing training 

cannot be accentuated enough. 

The Heads who actually received training during their years of headship were 

asked to say what it consisted of: 

Course Number of Respondents 
Master in Education 1 
12 hour course organised by Secretariat 3 
Dip. In Educational Administration and 3 I 

Management 
PhD 1 

.- - -

Short ad hoc courses 8 
" 

In-service courses 2 
Courses or~9anised by Education Dept. -1 - ------< 

2 
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Taking a look at the above list concerns me as in my opinion the courses that 

most of the respondents took during the years during which they have been 

Heads might not be enough, especially if the person involved has no other 

qualification in leadership. And inevitably the question that comes to my mind 

would be: why is this happening? Could it be that adequate courses are not 

provided? Could it be that some Heads feel that they do not need any training? 

Or that they can not afford the time because their job is taking too much of their 

time? 

On a positive note, one respondent answered: 

"Apart from the Post graduate diploma in Educational 
Administration and Management, I have sought other short 
courses and subscribed to journals and bought publications 
covering various issues." (Female, secondary, lay Head 
respondent). 

So at least some individuals do take the initiative to keep abreast and well 

informed. 

Finally Heads were asked if they feel that they are adequately trained in 

Headship and why. Nineteen (63%») answered in the positive while the other 

eleven (37%) answered in the negative. Again to me this is very worrying. 

How can a person perform a good job if he / she does not feel well trained or 

competent in the field? 

144 



Respondents who feel that they are adequately trained for Headship gave 

different reasons: 

"Besides sitting for the Diploma in Educational Administration 
and Management, I have acted as teacher in charge of a special 
Unit for 11 years and as an assistant head of school for 4 
years." (Female, secondary, lay Head respondent) 

"I have occupied various middle and senior managerial posts 
during my career. I have also had very good mentors along the 
way. Furthermore I have also found it helpful to have read for 
my Master Degree while I was occupying a middle management 
position and so I had the opportunity to test the theory against 
the practice of everyday school life." (Male, primary, lay Head 
respondent) 

"I have been leading successfully my organisation and am very 
active in the Community." (Female, primary, religious Head 
respondent) 

"Because I believe that I am adequately trained; also because of 
the feedback I get from others." (Female, primary, religious 
Head respondent) 

" I am aware of issues, experience, skills and values." (Male, 
secondary, religious Head respondent) 

"Due to experience. I have a very good relationship with people 
and this helps me a lat." (Female, primary, religious Head 
respondent) 

"I served as a parish priest for 10 years." (Male, secondary, 
religious Head respondent) 

"I see the fruit of my work and from the feedback of those who 
monitor my progress." (Female, primary, religious Head 
respondent) 

"Through hard work and experience." (Female, primary, religious 
Head respondent) 

" I think I am carrying out my duties professionally." (Female, 
secondary, religious Head respondent) 
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The first two answers are basically training based, that is these two Heads feel 

that they are adequately trained because they have a sound theoretical and 

academic background. Yet the rest of the responses verge on the subjective 

that is respondents feel sufficiently trained due to their feelings and to the 

feedback that they obtain from their peers. 

Then there were those respondents who answered that they do not feel 

adequately trained: 

"Theoretically I feel very prepared (I am an indefatigable reader) 
but I feel I need some more experience and practical know/edge." 
(Female, secondary, lay Head respondent) 

"To be adequately trained / should have the Master Degree." 
(Female, primary, religious Head respondent) 

"Because I studied other fields and I was not specifically trained 
for this. I learnt through experience." (Female, primary, religious 
Head respondent) 

"I feel adequately trained in the normal, daily running of the 
school, but I feel ill-equipped for the ever-changing demands and 
realities around us." (Female, primary, religious Head respondent) 

"No in the sense that it is a learning curve. Apart from the basics, 
the rest is learnt on the job through reflexive practice." (Male, 
primary and secondary, lay Head respondent) 

Evidently those respondents who feel inadequately trained seem to give due 

importance both to qualifications and experience. These two factors seem to 

go hand in hand. 
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CONCLUSION 

Selection of Heads can be a cause for concern. The ageing membership of 

religious institutes means that the selection of leaders from within these 

Communities is fairly narrowing down. The pool of suitable candidates seems 

to be diminishing as the absence of younger people within the same 

Communities is leaving a negative effect, a well-felt shortage. This is even 

impinging on morale and when members are recycled in leadership positions, 

there may not be the urgency or vibrancy that is usually related with younger 

people (SOLR, 2003). This is undoubtedly raising questions about the 

selection and suitability of future leaders. Older leaders "are recycled" (SOLR, 

2003, p. 53) and they may not have the same energy and enthusiasm of 

younger personnel. 

So while the list of demands on educational leaders is on the increase, 

opportunities have to be created for people to develop the necessary skills and 

characteristics to be able to do a good job. For while some leaders may be 

born, other people who are put into leading positions have to be trained 

(Darmanin, 1998). Unfortunately some leaders find themselves in leading 

positions, without being sufficiently trained, prepared or exposed beforehand. 

To add to this, leadership also requires a practicum element that may be 

neglected or poorly developed during training and development programmes 

(Jefferson & Edwards, 1998; Harvey et al., 1999). Therefore a lot of work 

needs to be done at this level. 
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