




























































































































































































































































"To see that Catholic values are promoted; to ensure that students 
get a holistic education; to help promote collegiality based on 
Christian love among members of staff; to support parents in 
raising off springs." (Female, primary, religious Head respondent) 

"That the school will be well managed. I have to pass on values 
but at the same time I have to exert discipline but in a family 
atmosphere." (Female, primary, religious Head respondent) 

"To keep my school abreast of change in educational requirements 
without sacrificing the values and teaching of the Catholic Church 
which are my primary aims to pass on." (Female, secondary, lay 
Head respondent) 

A number of schools made explicit reference to the influence of the charisma of 

the founder of the order that runs the school, upon the present-day work of the 

school. Max Weber (1947) made a detailed study on the sociological meaning 

of charismatic leadership in which he defined charisma as "a certain quality of 

an individual personality by virtue of which he is set apart from ordinary men and 

treated as endowed with supernatural, superhuman, or at least specifically 

exceptional qualities" (p. 329). He goes on to attribute 'extraordinary quality' to 

such leaders which gives them a unique power and influence over others. In 

Catholic culture this notion has been recontextualised in the concept in the 

context of charism whereby the extraordinary qualities and virtues of certain 

leaders are perceived to be a special inspiration of the Holy Spirit demonstrated, 

for example, by the founders of religious orders (Grace, 2002). 

For this reason, the charism of the founder and the spirit of the order are 

intended to be of significant influence upon the culture and work of those 
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Catholic schools that are derived from these traditions and origins. Overt 

references to the order's charism, as guiding the educational mission of the 

particular school, mostly came from those Heads who are members of a 

religious order. Yet even lay Heads, who evidently were influenced strongly by 

the traditions of the order, made such references. In fact with the decline in 

religious vocations, much attention is being given in the Catholic educational 

field to find ways of handing on the charism (Flannery, 2000): 

"Directing the school according to the Church's social teachings and the 
charisma of the foundress. This is the best pastoral care and religious 
formation that we can possibly give to our students." (Female, secondary, 
religious Head respondent) 

"To continue the vision and educational philosophy of the foundress of 
the school, which obviously is based on a Catholic vision." (Female, 
primary, religious Head respondent) 

"To uphold the teachings of the church and the charism of the 
congregation thus the children would be given the best education 
possible." (Female, primary, religious Head respondent) 

The classic and traditional position that academic achievement in Catholic 

schools is still very important and still striven for by the administration and staff 

of the school, was still a strong feature of the articulated mission of a number of 

Heads of schools in this research: 

"People expect excellence from church schools. They emphasise 
orderly surroundings, good results and character formation. I also 
value a lot spiritual experience. But I cannot exclude the academic 
side." (Male, primary and secondary, lay Head respondent) 
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"I do my best to help my students to reach their maximum potential 
in all areas of the curriculum and social skills. Thus they would be 
using their talents and capabilities to the glory of God."(Female, 
secondary, religious Head respondent) 

"To help the students acquire very good academic results, and 
grow up as good citizens and Christians." (Male, secondary 
religious Head respondent) 

SO HOW DO HEADS EXACTLY SEE THEIR ROLE? 

Catholic culture and institutional life have had a strong influence by historical 

forms of hierarchy, authority and authoritarianism (Groome, 1998) that were 

embedded in the development of the Church. In the light of this cultural and 

historical context, it is not surprising that leadership in many Catholic schools, in 

the past, adopted a sense of hierarchy and authority, in the same manner that 

religious communities were administered. Therefore it is very interesting to study 

how contemporary Catholic Heads are either reproducing or moving away from 

this traditional model, especially when Heads are members of religious 

communities. 

Bearing in mind the dual emphasis on collegiality in Vatican II culture and in 

modern leadership and management literature, none of the Heads involved in 

the study supported the traditional strong leadership models of Catholic 

education in the past. Nonetheless some Heads shared the view that there may 

be particular or specific situations that may need strong and decisive leadership, 

what Grace (2002) describes as context-specific strong leadership (p.145). 
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"I am the key person. My behaviour is going to affect the entire 
organisation. So I have to be perceived as strong, assertive and 
harsh at times." (Female, primary, religious Head respondent) 

"I have to encourage, listen, challenge, and point in the right 
direction." (Male, secondary, religious Head respondent) 

"To lead, to accompany, to supervise and see that everyone is 
doing what is expected and what is his / her duty to do." (Female, 
primary, religious Head respondent) 

"My role is to see that discipline is maintained throughout. I try to 
be as reasonable as possible, but ultimately, discipline is what 
makes students good citizens." (Male, primary, religious Head 
respondent) 

Other Heads opted for mission-focused leadership (Grace, 2002) where the 

responsibility of the Head should be strong and specific about mission priorities 

amid the various and numerous pressures of day-to-day school life. This shows 

significant evidence that a new form of a more liberal and collegial style of 

leadership is emerging: 

"It is more based on programming; financial aspects and to 
maintain discipline at school." (Female, primary, religious Head 
respondent) 

"Professional leader and facilitator for all stakeholders, 
empowerment of teachers and pupils." (Female, secondary, lay 
Head respondent) 

"My role is to facilitate the process and create opportunities to 
manage the curriculum and all that is connected to it. At the same 
time I have to give due importance to the Christian character of the 
school." (Male, primary, lay Head respondent) 

"My role is to lead by example." (Female, primary, religious Head 
respondent) 
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"A visionary with leadership qualities, with the management and 
administrative toolbox that can make it work." (Female, secondary, 
religious Head respondent) 

"Rector of the College and delegate for education for the Maltese 
J. Province" (Male, secondary, religious Head respondent) 

"Giving direction together with the whole team and helping people 
to work as a team." (Male, primary and secondary, lay Head 
respondent) 

"To give direction to the entire school community." (Female, 
secondary, religious Head respondent) 

"To animate, to encourage my fellow teachers." (Female, primary, 
religious Head respondent) 

Virtually all of the Heads, both interviewees and respondents, put great 

emphasis on their responsibilities for the renewal and development of the 

Catholic faith among their students. Reference to God, our Lady and to the 

charismas of saints and founders of religious and teaching orders was 

constantly made. These references were incorporated into explanations of the 

work of the school and to the challenges being faced in the organisation: 

"My role is to do my work in line with the Catholic church." 
(Female, primary, religious Head respondent) 

"My role is that of the Good Shepherd, to lead, to be attentive to 
those entrusted to my care be it staff, children, parents, ensuring 
Christian formation." (Female, primary, religious Head respondent) 

"Christian and moral values come before academics. I have to 
work hand in hand with staff and parents to disseminate these 
values. I even try to do this by the way I greet people. Our patron 
saint was the poorest among the poor yet his love for God was his 
main aim in life. I strongly believe that I have to project this to all 
those with whom I come across in my work. The ...... charism has 
to ooze out of me. Another way how I put this into practice is by 
helping children with special needs and humanitarian cases." 
(Female, primary, religious Head interviewee) 
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In fact literature (Starratt, 1995a; Hay and Nye, 1998; West-Burnham 2002; 

Woods, 2007) on educational leadership shows that spiritual experiences have a 

positive influence on headship and how this reflects in people's behaviour, their 

rapport with and concern for others, jointly with their ethical behaviour (Hay and 

Nye, 1998). 

Yet it could well be noticed that this religious aspect was being given a nominal 

or ritual acknowledgement, rather than a dedicated endorsement, by a number 

of Heads. In fact while some Heads described their role as primarily promoting 

Catholic values to the students under their care, it was evident that other Heads 

were adopting a more utilitarian discourse, with stronger emphasis on academic 

achievements and standards per se, not explicitly related to the religious aspect 

associated with Catholic schools. This could mostly be noted by Heads whose 

schools enjoy a good reputation of high academic achievements: 

"Our school enjoys an excellent reputation as regards academic 
achievements by students. If our students do not obtain grades 
one or two in their ordinary level exams, then our performance is 
regarded as a failure. The parents of the students who attend this 
school expect too much from us. Sometimes it is overwhelming." 
(Male, secondary, religious Head respondent) 

"To ensure that every single child is a successful learner." 
(Female, primary, religious Head respondent) 

It is an undeniable fact that Catholic schools, like other educational 

organisations, are being affected by the growing academic demands that seem 

to be taking over every other aspect of schooling (Grace, 2002). At the end of 
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the day, the majority of students and their parents mostly gauge the success of 

their school through academic certificates and qualifications. Yet whether 

academics take over the real mission of Catholic schools, is to a great degree, 

dependant on the school leader's philosophy and way of going about things. To 

explain this in 8erstein's (1997) concept of visible and invisible pedagogy, the 

present danger is that the visible pedagogy and visible academic outcomes may 

begin to overshadow the invisible pedagogy and relatively invisible outcomes 

related to the spiritual, moral and social formation that Catholic schools are 

bound to give. In this sense it is the specific responsibility of Heads to do their 

best to see that this does not happen. 

Reference was made and importance was given to personal and social qualities 

like love and compassion, charity, forgiveness, good citizenship, sexual conduct 

and the environment. A number of Heads expressed that they were like 

agencies of hope for students and parents overwhelmed by despair. They tried 

to find ways and means of helping out physically, emotionally and at times even 

financially. They declare that this is the true vocation of church schools: 

"For some children, we are the only ray of light in life. Recently we 
had a case of two siblings, a five and a seven year old. We got to 
know that when they went back home after school, they were 
never given anything to eat. So I made arrangements with the 
community cook, who is also a chef, to prepare some food for 
these two kids so that they would eat before leaving school. This 
went on for quite some time. Then there are other social cases of 
poverty, of neglect, of abuse. You would start saying to yourself is 
it possible that such things still happen in the 21 st century? This is 
truly the role of church schools, above any other role." (Female, 
primary, religious Head interviewee) 
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"I am the Head of school, the teacher, doctor, nurse, and when 
necessary 'toilet attendant', child carer and receptionist. But I do it 
out of love for these young ones. They are so susceptible. They 
need to be loved and cared for. They need care. At times we are 
also replacing the role of parents. This is very unfortunate, but 
with the ever-increasing amount of family separations, a lot of 
young children are falling prey to very difficult situations; they end 
up like pawns in a chess game. That is why we have to shower 
them with love and care." (Female, primary, religious Head, 
interviewee) 

Unquestionably then there were issues relating to school effectiveness and 

efficiency, leadership and management, ethos and vision: 

"Good organiser and motivator for students, teaching staff, non­
teaching staff and parents." (Female, secondary, lay Head 
respondent) 

"My role is that of a Head of school: multifaceted, multi-tasking, all 
rounder." (Female, primary, religious Head respondent) 

"I have multiple roles. Administration, curriculum management, 
pastoral, educational leadership, conflict management, school 
development planning, vision." (Female, secondary, religious Head 
respondent) 

" I am mainly a leader. To be a good one I need to know all 
stakeholders well. I also need to be aware of everyone's role and 
of everyone's assets and limitations. I need to know how to 
delegate, support and motivate all and lead them towards our 
vision. I also need to manage the school well so that everyday 
work runs smoothly for all. I need to be a good planner in order to 
be mostly pro-active and less re-active.' (Female, primary, 
religious Head respondent) 

"To make sure that every student / class has a teacher, that there 
are the necessary support materials, that all is working as it should 
and to be able to improve the working / learning conditions." (Male, 
secondary, religious Head respondent) 
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"All that is expected of a Head of school- mainly problem-solving 
and decision-making." (Female, primary, religious Head 
respondent) 

Do CHURCH SCHOOLS HAVE A DIFFERENT MISSION FROM STATE SCHOOLS? 

Catholic schools in many societies have long established a growing repute for 

achieving high academic standards for their students (Rutter, Maughan, 

Mortimore and Duston, 1979; Coleman and Hoffer 1987; Mortimore, Sammons, 

Stoll, Lewis and Econ, 1988; 8ryk, Lee and Holland, 1993; Flynn, 1993; 

Goldstein, 1993; Morris, 1998a, 1998b; Paterson, 2000a, 2000b). Such a 

success has created a strong debate about why this is so: is there some 

distinctive factor that accounts for this success, or is it due to the faith-based 

context for learning? Another question that comes to mind is why Catholic 

schools, as the research by Greeley (1982) demonstrates, are predominantly 

effectual with students who come from disadvantaged backgrounds. 

At this stage, Heads were asked if they think that a Church school has a 

different mission from a state school. Unexpectedly six respondents answered 

in the negative: 

"All Maltese schools are supposed to be catholic schools and love 
is a universal value and need." (Female, primary, religious Head 
respondent) 

"Because I feel that being in a Catholic country all Maltese schools 
are supposed to have the same mission." (Female, primary, 
religious Head respondent) 
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"At the moment not much. The National Minimum Curriculum 
includes religious values and is holistic. But if it were different than 
there would be a difference." (Male, secondary, religious Head 
respondent) 

"I do not think so because once we are in authority, we should do 
all our best to lead those in our charge in the right path." (Female, 
secondary, religious Head respondent) 

In my opinion such answers come quite as a surprise. Bearing in mind the 

reputation and the autonomy that all church schools in Malta enjoy, such 

statements might sound a bit startling. In Malta church schools boast of 

excellent academic results (and this is the truth for most of the church schools 

as I explained in the Introduction), of giving individualised attention to their 

students, of being self-sufficient, of promoting a religious and organised 

ambience, of having the best physical ambiences possible (at least the majority), 

and of being organised in extra-curricular activities. In other words, Maltese 

church schools boast of belonging to a class of their own, (or at least that is the 

status that they enjoy by the general public). Then it might feel quite odd to 

have such responses from Heads, who happened to be all belonging to a 

religious order. One also has to bear in mind how back between 1970 and 1986 

there was a huge struggle between the government of that time and the church 

regarding church schools (Scerri, 2000). It was a very dark time for church 

schools because it was going to mean the end of their autonomy and character 

as the government of that time wanted to take them over. 
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The other twenty-four respondents answered in the positive. To them church 

schools are certainly different for a number of reasons: 

"By its very name "church School". Anybody coming into the 
premises should feel that the school is also a place of God. In the 
recommendations of our foundress: 'My chief concern will be the 
glory of God and the establishment of a work to spread if". 
(Female, primary, religious Head respondent) 

Greeley's (1982) research suggests that the disciplined environments in Catholic 

schools is more defined and structured than in other schools. According to 

Greeley, these disciplined environments are a mirror of the disciplined cultures 

of the religious orders that are responsible for the schools. Such structured 

cultures provide the rightly effective setting for academic learning especially for 

those students who might lack structured environments in their homes. 

"The moment you enter our school, you can realise that it is 
different. A sense of loving discipline can be felt and you can 
inhale a sense of structure, of order, or peace, surrounded by the 
happy voices of our students." (Female, primary, religious Head 
respondent) 

"Our order's schools go back 550 years. Our community has 
certain trademarks: one of them is discipline. Some people say 
this is outdated. But discipline is a way of behaviour. We give 
great importance to behaviour even at sixth form level. Like 
students have to stand up when a teacher enters the classroom. 
These may be perceived as small things, but they give formation. 
Behaviour includes how to study, how to behave with people. We 
have a system of prefects for each form to take care of 
comportment. More than discipline this is promoting values 
through structured day-to-day living." (Male, secondary, religious 
Head interviewee) 
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Convey, (1992) supports this notion saying that "quality of instruction remained a 

significant factor even when all background variables were taken into account" 

(p. 19). 

"It has to be admitted that church schools, amongst other things, 
attain some of the best academic results. That is why church 
schools in Malta are so much in demand. That is why so many 
parents are ready to do anything to have their children attend a 
church school." (Female, primary, religious Head respondent) 

"Parents send their children here to get good results in the first 
place. We have a very good reputation and in fact we manage to 
get the best students who sit for the Common Entrance Exam at 
the end of year six, which as you know, is very competitive. We 
then try to use academics to reach other aspects that we deem are 
important for the holistic development of the individual. I must 
admit, it exerts great pressure on me knowing that ours is 
considered to be one of the best church schools in Malta. In fact 
academic achievements are one of my main preoccupations. 
They may seem a lUxury but for the parents of our students, they 
are not (Female, primary, religious Head interviewee) 

Greeley's (1989) further research goes on to support the theory that Catholic 

visible pedagogy mediated by a strong sense of vocation about the mission of 

education, as held by Catholic schools, can have considerable effects upon 

academic achievements of socially, emotionally, academically weak students. 

"A church school has to put Christian values and character 
formation of its students as an essential part of its mission 
statement. A state school does not have such an obligation." 
(Male, primary, lay Head respondent) 

"A church school has a particular evangelising mission particular to 
its vision." (Male, secondary, religious Head respondent) 

"Apart from academic proficiency, values especially Catholic and 
Christian have to pervade the school life." (Female, primary, 
religious Head respondent) 
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"First and foremost, the proclamation of Gospel values should be 
the main objective. Then comes the development of all the 
children entrusted to our care." (Female, secondary, religious 
Head respondent) 

"A church school, more than a state school, is called to educate in 
evangelical values besides the academic subjects and preparation 
for a career." (Female, secondary, religious Head respondent) 

The element of human relations within the classrooms, that has to do with a 

sense of shared purpose, values and community spirit, appears to be another 

crucial factor that contributes to this sense of success (8ryk et a/., 1993). 

"I put great weight on interpersonal relations in my school. I think it 
is one of the main positive features. I guess this can really work 
out because our schools are small in number so it is feasible to 
have that sense of community spirit, which after all reflects what 
Jesus tells us in the Gospel." (Female, secondary, religious Head 
respondent) 

"If you take care of the human needs of the individual, then the 
academic will follow. Students need to feel that they are loved, 
that we care about them. In my school, we give first priority to the 
human side of students and then comes the academic side. We 
have a lot of social cases in my school and we give first priority to 
them. This does not mean that we neglect the educational side, 
after all this is a school. But if students are happy, if they have 
peace of mind and heart, then their performance undoubtedly will 
ameliorate." (Female, primary, religious Head interviewee) 

A further element that seems to supplement this achievement is a relatively high 

level of school autonomy for Church schools as opposed to the more 

bureaucratic ambience of state schools. This is very true for the Maltese context 

where, as I explained earlier on, Maltese church schools enjoy a tremendous 

amount of autonomy. 
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"In a sense, a state school is more secular. A church school is 
making evident its beliefs and values based on a Christian ethos 
that should give itself up to all. In the Maltese context the situation 
of relative autonomy also means that church schools have the 
possibility of being beacons of change in our educational system." 
(Female, secondary, lay Head respondent) 

"State schools have to report to the Department of Education for 
all that they do. We are accountable to our community and we 
take great care that the name of the community is not tarnished 
because of the school. I feel that I can implement policies and 
measures without being stifled. I understand we have to abide by 
the Education Act but for certain we enjoy a good amount of 
leeway, a good amount of autonomy." (Female, primary, religious 
Head interviewee) 

Morris (1997) adds on by saying that Catholic schools that have a strong internal 

ethos are more likely to be effective than others where this sense of identity is 

lacking. 

"By its very name "church School". Anybody coming into the 
premises should feel that the school is also a place of God. In the 
recommendations of our foundress: 'My chief concern will be the 
glory of God and the establishment of a work to spread if". 
(Female, primary, religious Head respondent) 

"It has the same mission as a state school, (curricular, academic, 
etc.) Yet it goes beyond in the sense that there must be a "vibrant' 
spiritual element." (Female, primary, religious Head respondent) 

"Academically there is no difference. But re formation church 
schools have a greater duty - to pass on charisma of founder." 
(Female, primary, religious Head respondent) 

"A church school has to live up to the Gospel message. Our ethos 
goes beyond what is simply ethical or academic but it is also 
spiritual." (Female, primary, religious Head respondent) 

"The raison d'etre of a church school should reflect in its being 
different. The religious dimension should imbue the ethos of the 
school." (Male, secondary, religious Head respondent) 
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"I feel that I am not an outsider. I am part of the school. I belong 
to the school and the school belongs to my community. This gives 
me a great sense of belonging. I feel prouder of my own school. 
That is why I take more care in my work. This removes any signs 
of apathy.... You cannot possible be disinterested in something 
that pertains to you. ( Female, primary, religious Head interviewee) 

While some Heads made implicit reference to Gospel and Christian values, 

others were more explicit about the nature of these values and about the 

implications of taking them seriously and putting them into practice. 

"Being a church school and having Christ as model, then our 
schools must follow His teachings." (Female, primary, religious 
Head respondent) 

"In church schools the values and teaching of the Catholic church 
cannot be compromised." (Female, secondary, lay Head 
respondent) 

"It is important, or rather indispensable, for a church school to 
witness to its distinctive Christian character in all that we do." 
(Female, primary, religious Head respondent) 

"As a church school, we should give priority to the Christian, moral 
formation of our students." (Female, primary, religious Head 
respondent) 

"A church school has one essential difference: 'it draws its 
inspiration and its strength from the gospel in which it is rooted' 
(Catholic schools)." (Female, primary, religious Head respondent) 

"We have only one product for sale and that is Jesus and His 
values of living!" (Female, primary, religious Head respondent) 

Bourdieu (1986) says that when analysing any educational system, three forms 

of capital need to be borne into mind: economic capital whose effects are 

noticed in the social class inequalities of some students; social capital found in 

different ways and methods in social networks; and cultural capital expressed in 
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language, knowledge and style available to students in their homes. When 

analysing faith-based educational organisations, the concept of spiritual capital 

can also be added. This can be defined as a resource of faith and values 

derived from commitment to a religious tradition, and it can be a font of 

empowerment because it can be an inspiring source in a dull world. "Those 

within education whose own formation has involved the acquisition of spiritual 

capital do not act simply as professionals but as professionals and witnesses" 

(Grace, 2002, p. 236). 

School leaders put great emphasis on their resources of spiritual capital in 

moving forward and in their leadership methods and styles. In fact a study by 

Grace (2002) concludes that spiritual capital of the Catholic schooling system in 

the Uk and possibly elsewhere, is what provided the dynamic drive in the past 

and help it to maintain its integrity in the present. 

"We are all Christians, but being a church school, teaching of 
Christ is inevitable and we have to be witnesses of Christ. Being a 
church school we have to be followers of Christ and we should not 
focus only on the curriculum. We have to adopt a holistic 
approach." (Female, primary, religious Head respondent) 

"Being a church school, we are duty bound to spread our catholic 
values, in various means, to our students, to teachers and the 
parents of the students." (Male, secondary, religious Head 
respondent) 

"The mission of a church school is to focus on God's Kingdom. 
Though as in other schools we have to give our students a holistic 
education, a church school has to give greater emphasis to the 
spiritual dimension of the individual and to Gospel values." (Male, 
secondary, religious Head respondent) 



Bush and Middlewood (2005) say that aspects of religious beliefs have an 

influence on a school's performance. In fact in some Church schools in Western 

countries, leaders are clear that the values expressed through the faith must be 

fully integrated and indeed dominate the process of performance management. 

In fact Sikes (2001), narrates how for the Diocese of Sheffield (2000) "challenge, 

evaluation, consolidation, celebration and prayerful reflection will be important 

characteristics to our approach in this school and will be an accepted part of the 

process" (p.185). These particular aspects reflect closely what a church school 

exists for in its mission with students and staff (Robertson, 2001). 

What Heads had to say on one hand can be taken to be sincere professional 

and religious statements of intent. In this sense this constituted an important part 

of what 8ryk et al. (1993) refer to as the 'inspirational ideology' of Catholic 

education. On the other hand other people may interpret this in a cynical way 

and infer it as "part of a contemporary public relations emphasis .... designed to 

attract greater student numbers in a competitive situation." (Grace, 2002, p.129). 

On the other hand, as I said in the introduction, church schools abroad and in 

Malta are still very much in demand, and so Heads do not need to adopt any 

gimmicks to attract more students to their schools. 
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SECTION NINE 

HANDLING STAFF CONFLICT 

Conflict in the sense of an honest difference of opinion resulting 
from the availability of two or more alternative courses of action, 
is not only unavoidable, but also a valuable part of life. 

Everard and Morris, 1996, p. 34 

Conflict management and team building are important factors for enhancing 

performance (Walton, 2000) and to have a healthy organisation (Adair, 2000). 

Tremendous energies are needed to develop the human side of leadership and 

many tend to downplay the human element in leading an institution (Teal, 1996). 

Managing an organisation is not merely a series of mechanical tasks but also a 

set of human interactions (Bell and Harrison, 1998; DuFour, 2004). 

As people learn to work individually, in pairs, in groups, they learn to infuse 

practice, as Duignan (1998) puts it, with a higher purpose and meaning because 

at the basis of their discourse and actions are the values and attitudes they have 

helped develop. 

Good teamwork is a characteristic of healthy, effectively functioning educational 

organisations (Adair, 2000). Bell (2000) suggests that in educational 

organisations there needs to be greater emphasis on sustaining good, 

professional working relationships. Adair (2000) says that leaders need to be 

committed to both the school and the team in order for people to work to their 

maximum potential. 
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Few heads of school have the lUxury of building their own teams. Usually they 

inherit a team from someone else, and this would include individuals who would 

not be there if the leader could have it his I her way. Some members of staff 

may not be motivated, may not want to achieve, may not strive to be in the 

team, and will not work hard in harness or as individuals. Such persons are 

bound to have a negative influence on the rest of the group. However it is 

always important to find out if the potential is there before discarding such 

individuals (Morrison, 1998). 

Respondents were asked to say how they handle staff conflict. It was 

interesting to notice the diverse reactions and attitude that these educational 

leaders have towards this topic. There were those Heads who try to negotiate, 

those who try to find win-win situations, others who resort to assertiveness to 

help find a solution, there were others who said that they resort to prayer, and 

some others who seem to take the bull by the horns and go straight to finding a 

solution. 

Interpersonal conflict is defined both as: 

• substantive disagreements over Issues like objectives, structures, 

policies and practices 

• more personal and emotional differences that arise between human 

beings (Walton, 2000). 
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While conflict between organisational members is natural, indeed inevitable, 

direct approaches to dealing with this facet of organisational life are not. The 

appropriateness of different methods to conflict management depends 

importantly on the nature of the conflict, but also, very importantly, on the 

attitude adopted by the leader. 

"I usually hear both teachers individually and try during our 
discussion to blur the differences as much as possible. Then I 
usually arrange for both parties to meet and encourage them to 
come to an agreement, which is usually the case. I will resolve 
when no agreement can be reached because either both or one 
of the parties are showing lack of good will the issue. However 
every conflict has to be dealt with on its own merits. (Male, 
primary, lay Head respondent) 

"I must admit that I have hardly ever experienced staff conflict in 
my years as Head, nor in my previous post as assistant head. 
Probably because we share and discuss before taking 
decisions." (Female, primary, religious Head respondent) 

"Through discussion. And I believe a lot in compromise. I do 
not however allow myself to get in a weak position. At one point 
of the discussion I put my foot down. However, this point is not 
frequently reached, because usually the win-win situation I aim 
for manages to resolve the conflict." (Female, secondary, lay 
Head respondent) 

Invariably, people management issues occupy the time and concern of leaders. 

Some of these issues are potentially very serious. These issues are illustrative 

of the array and difficulty of dealing with tension situations involving people in a 

school. Some Heads prefer to try to avoid confronting problems because they 

know that solutions are hard to find at times. So why put oneself in an 

unwinnable position that may undermine the future effectiveness of them as 

leaders? 
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"I found immediate, direct friendly approach the best medicine 
for staff conflict. Spiritual activities for teachers help as 
prevention of such conflicts." (Female, secondary, religious 
Head respondent) 

"Sometimes I try to find a solution, win / win or compromise; 
sometimes avoid; sometimes lay down the rules." (Male, 
secondary, religious Head respondent) 

Sometimes partial solutions are available, revolving around a negotiated 

settlement. 

"By prayer and by trying to soothe out matters through dialogue 
and diplomacy." (Female, primary, religious Head respondent) 

Beneath help, support, trust and openness that are at the heart of collaborative 

culture, "there is a commitment to valuing people as individuals " (Fullan and 

Hargreaves, 1992, p. 66). 

"I try to avoid arguing. Having an attitude of listening to them 
and adopting an attitude of gratitude for presenting their ideas." 
(Female, primary, religious Head respondent) 

When conflict occurs between people (individually or in groups), they often 

become angry, hurt, bitter, or defensive. Sometimes the conflict ends the 

relationship or seriously damages it. Yet while conflict is inevitable in 

relationships, it can have either constructive or destructive results. 

According to D'Souza (1999) conflict is more likely to have constructive effects 

when leaders: 

• recognise or anticipate it 

• understand its potential 

• give adequate attention to ways of dealing with it. 
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"Usually I speak to them individually. I do my best in a nice 
diplomatic way." (Female, primary, religious Head respondent) 

"I try to question all those concerned and then try to settle 
everything in the best way I can. I must do my utmost to keep 
myself as calm as possible." (Female, primary, religious Head 
respondent) 

D'Souza (1999) goes on to contend that conflict can be healthy when used: 

• to understand 

• to clarify expectations and roles 

• to strengthen relationships. 

"By giving everybody the opportunity to air their views and to 
encourage them to listen and to be tolerant with each other." 
(Female, primary, religious Head respondent) 

"I listen, trace the source of conflict and try to convince 
individuals involved that certain conflicts can better be solved if 
one recognises one's weakness as human beings and thus 
recourse to prayer." (Female, primary, religious Head 
respondent) 

Conflict has value in organisations because it: 

• spotlights problems that require attention 

• forces clarification 

• can invigorate leaders to strive for permanent solutions 

• directs the efforts of the organisation towards finding solutions 

• counteracts lethargy that can overtake organisations 

• challenges old habits and restores dynamic creativity 

• stimulates interest. 

(D'Souza, 1999). 
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"I try to understand and help them. I show them that no matter 
what, they are still doing their best and encourage them." 
(Female, primary, religious Head respondent) 

"In practical ways, leading to win-win solutions if possible." 
(Female, primary, lay Head respondent) 

Conflict has its negative aspects: 

• Conflict can slow down the decision-making process 

• Conflict often makes achieving organisational goals difficult while 

trying to satisfy individual needs 

• People in conflict can divert a lot to time, energy, and resources from 

reaching important goals. They direct too much attention towards 

problems and too little towards their resolution (D'Souza, 1999). 

"I must admit that staff conflict really gets to me. It takes up a lot 
of wasted energy, wasted time, helps people to form cliques, and 
brings about a lot of bad blood. At times the other members of 
staff are compromised to take sides and this makes the situation 
even worse. And the worst conflict is with a staff member who 
works in a subtle way like through under currents. This can be so 
dangerous, as you can never know what is happening behind 
your back. I have had situations like this and believe me they are 
a nightmare." (Female, primary, religious Head interviewee) 

Positive effects of conflict include: 

• Long-standing problems surface and they are dealt with. 

• It clarifies people's viewpoints. 

• The tension heightens interest and stimulates creative thinking. 

• It produces better ideas and forces people to search for new 

approaches. 
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• People feel challenged and they receive the opportunity to test their 

abilities (D'Souza, 1999). 

"Ascertain what the real issues are by hearing people out and 
helping the involved members of staff arrive at an equitable 
solution. Conflict, if handled properly, can have a 
transformational effect." (Male, secondary, religious Head 
respondent) 

"By listening and trying to understand while making the person 
feels positive as a result of the process." (Female, primary, 
religious Head respondent) 

Negative effects of conflict can include: 

• A climate of suspicion and distrust develops 

• It reduces contact between people and some stop communicating with 

each other. 

• Parties that need to cooperate and work together pursue their own 

self-interests that may result in resistance (active or passive), instead 

of teamwork. 

• Some may feel defeated, embarrassed, and demoralised. 

• Some people may even opt to leave the organisation (D'Souza). 

"Some staff members seem to carry the argument on and on. 
Some seem to like to take up an argument and litigate over 
anything that comes in their way. The only problem is that, as you 
know, teaching staff cannot just move from one church school to 
another. 6 So such individuals remain in the organisation because 
they have no other choice to their own detriment and that of the 
school. The usually results in demotivated individuals who can 
have quite a negative impact on their peers." (Male, secondary, 
religious Head interviewee) 

6 In Maltese church schools there is an agreement that teaching staff cannot move from one church school 
to another. When this happens, the individual concerned would have to start seniority from scratch. 
Lately there have been a couple of exceptions to this rule. But this was due to strong cases of harassment. 

301 



Negotiation is an important aspect of leading within an organisation to enhance 

performance (Crawford, 2000). Walton (2000) proposes a framework for 

diagnosing, controlling and even resolving a conflict. Better management of 

conflict involves making sure that all parties involved are engaged in a well-

managed dialogue, which may at times, involve a third party. 

"Negotiating around a table; not letting bad vibes simmer." 
(Female, secondary, lay Head respondent) 

"I try to listen to both sides and be a mediator." (Female, 
secondary, religious Head respondent) 

Dialogue is also another effective tool in conflict. The basic objective of dialogue 

is to manage the conflict by resolution or better control, certainly to reduce its 

costs and, it is hoped, to improve the quality of the working relationship. 

"Dialogue is the best way though I am quite direct when it comes 
to compromising with regards responsibilities and values." 
(Female, primary, religious Head respondent) 

"I pray a lot to the Lord about it at first. Then when it is 
opportune we face the problem hoping to get to a solution where 
possible." (Female, primary, religious Head respondent) 

"Wait for a calm atmosphere, listen and dialogue with those 
involved." (Female, primary, religious Head respondent) 

A good working relationship has the following attributes: 

• identification of and commitment to the largest set of common goals 

appropriate to the co-workers' respective roles 

• mutually agreed roles 

• mutual trust and respect 

• shared norms and expectations 
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• respect for individual differences and tolerance for diversity of views. 

(Walton, 2000) 

The appropriateness of different approaches to conflict management depends 

importantly on the nature of the conflict. Three basically different processes are 

involved in the interaction between conflicting parties (Walton, 2000): 

• The first process is bargaining over fixed-sum issues, in which what one 

party gains another must lose. 

• The second process is problem solving to resolve variable-sum issues, 

in which, because the principals' underlying interests are not mutually 

exclusive, it is possible for them to identity these underlying interests and 

invent win/win solutions. 

• The third process is relationship structuring, a process by which parties 

redefine or reinforce their mutual perceptions and attitudes, the meaning 

of their roles and relationships, and the norms that govern their 

interaction in the other processes. 

Another strategy that some of the participants use, is the tool of assertiveness. 

This tactic can be summarised as 'openness, honesty and conciseness' and 

involves: 

• letting people know how you feel; 

• stating your viewpoint and, if necessary, restating it until you are sure that 

it has been listened to; 
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• not hesitating to tell people what you can and cannot achieve and what 

will be the consequence of their pushing a demand; 

• clearly stating your requirement of others; 

• avoiding unnecessary padding which may soften or mask the impact of 

the message that you wish to convey (Hargie et al., 2000): 

"I am sure that I am not triangled in it. Then I approach each 
staff member concerned calmly and unthreateningly to clarify 
and understand the issues at stake. I make my point clear but in 
a gentle manner. So far, this has worked." (Male, secondary, 
religious Head respondent) 

"I prefer to call the members in question to my office and discuss 
the issue. I prefer to look at the root causes rather than the 
particular incident or conflict." (Male, primary and secondary, 
lay Head respondent) 

Being assertive must be distinguished from being aggressive. Aggressiveness 

usually involves some degree of emotion and to a certain extent, a desire to 

impose one's will on the other party or to dominate. 

"I am very direct. I challenge issues and delve directly into the 
matter. I would not let things pass. What others won't do, I will 
do!" (Female, primary, religious Head respondent) 

The assertive person, on the other hand, should: 

• keep calm and keep emotions under control 

• make factual, objective statements 
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• respect the interests and feelings of the other party and seek fair 

solutions in which neither party uses undue pressure to subjugate or 

dominate the other (D'Souza). 

The simple techniques of being assertive are surprisingly powerful. The only 

danger is that those who practise them may overcompensate for their previous 

submissiveness and that the dominated may become dominators or even 

'aggressors' (Everard and Morris, 1996). 

According to Day, Hall, Gammage, Coles (1993) assertiveness is 

....... not merely a communication style but a way of life. 
Assertiveness is the lifelong dedication to pursuing the goal of 
open, truthful, clear communication in interpersonal relationships. 
The ability to be in touch with and express feelings and thoughts 
as they are experienced and the courage to acknowledge that 
other people in our relationships have the right to be themselves 
with all the human frailty that it implies. These qualities depend 
upon a high level of skilled behaviours, which need to be 
continually re-examined in the light of experience for their 
effectiveness and authenticity. This requires awareness, a degree 
of risk-taking, discipline and positive self-esteem - in short, 
emotional and intellectual maturity." (p. 135). 

Skills such as persuading, negotiating and assertiveness are perceived as being 

very important. They are the kind of skills that would be most useful, in dealing 

with issues relating to issues like awkward staff, staff frustrated with change and 

staff determined not to be overburdened or cooperative (Hargie et a/., 2000). 
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SECTION TEN 

ADEQUATE SUPPORT 

In an investigation into a group of Heads' perspectives of their work, Southworth 

(1995a) found that their jobs have become more complex and stressful than 

ever, involving longer hours of work that are often more concerned with 

administrative and organisational tasks and less with involvement with 

colleagues. Heads are getting increasingly more prone than ever to find that 

their emotional resources are exhausted, they feel undervalued and even 

worthless. This, at times, can be the start of the road downwards. It is 

perceived that headship is becoming increasingly more about continuing 

reconciliation of dualities and dilemmas (Dunham, 1992; Cooper and Kelly, 

1993; Ostell and Oakland, 1995): between the tension of being head and leader 

and remaining human; between the need to manage the organisation and to 

provide professional leadership; between the exercise of one's own power and 

authority alongside the need to empower others thus maintaining the school and 

also developing it. A number of studies (Greenberg, 2002; Jazzar and 

Algozzine ,2006; Sorenson, 2007) have served to highlight the acute burdens 

and stress that can be generated in trying to deal with demands coming from 

those above, when the individual feels that very limited power and resources are 

available to influence those people below in agreeing to and being able to 

deliver these demands. 
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For this reason leaders may feel unsafe, they may feel alone in trying to pursue 

their mission. And it is in such moments that Heads would need support: 

The risks and costs of interdependence are nothing next to the 
risks and costs of sustaining a climate of emotional toxicity, of 
working in isolation, in opposite corners of the sandbox. 

(Barth, 1990, p. 32) 

Yet it is to be borne in mind that although making use of empathy and social 

skills is one aspect of leadership, there is a growing body of research into the 

emotional aspect of being a head of an educational organisation. This is 

because leaders may experience a range of negative emotions associated with 

their role: 

• Anger caused by carrying the weight of other people's emotions, 

behaviour, demands and expectations. 

• Distress created by personal expectations and other people's demands 

added to an overdeveloped sense of personal responsibility. 

• Anxiety associated with enacting one's role, and the ensuing tendency to 

avoid anxiety by accentuating the positive. 

• Anger about the isolation that leaders experience, and the pressure they 

feel (created by themselves as well as others) to be perfect managers. 

(James and Vince, 2001, p. 310) 

For this reason, there is increasing interest in the concept of emotional 

intelligence (Goleman, 1998) and how this impinges on leadership. The five 

domains of emotional intelligence are: 
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• Self-awareness: the ability to recognise one's own emotions, and 

strengths and weaknesses; this is related to the sense of self-worth and 

confidence. 

• Self-regulation: the ability to control one's own emotions rather than 

allowing them to control oneself. 

• Motivation: the strength of will needed to meet goals, the drive to 

improve. 

• Empathy 

• Social skills (Goleman, 2002b, p. 171) 

All of these domains are perceived by Goleman (1998; 2002b) to be very 

important in leadership and management with the last two particularly relating to 

the management and leadership of others. It is important to note that the new 

interest in the emotions of leaders and managers and the emotional relationship 

between leaders and followers is a real contrast to the traditional view of a 

formal leader where rationality rather than emotion was expected to prevail 

(Goleman, 1998). 

Participants were asked if they feel that they have adequate support when they 

come across difficulties. The vast majority (n = 26) answered in the positive, 

albeit one of the respondents said that "more is needed!" while a female, lay, 

secondary Head said that support is occasional. 
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The other four respondents answered in the negative: 

"I don't think we as Heads get much help and support from 
anyone really. Very often we find ourselves in the position where 
we are guilty and we have to prove our innocence. Very often we 
find ourselves having to justify our actions for any action we might 
have to take. Being a Head of a Church School I sometimes do 
get help from my mentor." (Male, primary, lay Head respondent) 

Participants who answered in the positive were then asked from whom they 

receive support and in what manner. The list was long and very different and for 

the sake of clarity, I have decided to present this in a table format starting with 

the most common support givers going down to the least quoted by the 

respondents. As can be noted from the list below a number of participants 

mentioned more than one source from where they obtain support. 

Senior Management Team N = 11 
Religious Community N = 10 
Members of staff N=9 
Other Heads of schools N=5 
Secretariat for Catholic Education N=3 
Guidance Teacher N=2 
Superiors N=2 
School Board of Directors N=2 
Family members N=2 
Critical friend who works in another N = 1 
school 
Contacts N = 1 
Bishop of the place N = 1 
Education Division N = 1 
Area college co-ordinator' N = 1 
One of the school secretaries N = 1 
School social worker N = 1 
School counsellor N = 1 
Outsiders N = 1 
Friends N = 1 
Malta Union of Teachers N = 1 

7 It is important to note that Colleges fonn part of the state school sector. This participant has just moved 
from the state to the church school sector. 
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Looking at this table, it is evident that the senior management team of the school 

can provide a lot of support to the Head. Therefore apart from the fact that a 

well-chosen, efficient SMT team is very important for the smooth and efficient 

running of the school (Beare et aI., 1997; Bush and Coleman, 2000; Marsh, 

2004), the team can provide excellent support to the Head if a good and sound 

rapport is built and maintained in the entire team. 

"I always discuss my difficulties with my assistant heads. I also 
find full co-operation from the school counsellor, the curia 
secretariat, non-state schools section8

, and others." (Female, 
primary, religious Head respondent) 

"Through their advice. A vailability, listening attitudes, 
encouragement." (Female, secondary, lay Head respondent) 

"We talk at length and come to conclusions together." (Male, 
primary and secondary, lay Head respondent) 

"By hearing me out, offering encouragement, understanding, 
support and advice." (Male, secondary, religious Head 
respondent) 

"Together we try to find the best solution." (Female, primary, 
religious Head respondent) 

Bearing in mind that most of the participants come from religious orders, it 

comes as no surprise that about one third of the respondents said that they 

acquire their support from the community in which they live. After all Heads are 

appointed by the General of the community that 'owns' the school. I feel that 

here it is important to note that when a particular member of the community is 

chosen to become a Head of school, this is usually based on some criteria: the 

8 Within the Education Department, there is a section that takes care of all issues related to non-state 
sector, comprising church and independent schools. There is even an executive officer who sees to the 
needs and queries of these two educational sectors. 
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person is qualified in leadership I management (although as can be seen in 

Chapter Three, circa half of the Heads in Maltese church schools do not have 

any qualification in educational management or leadership); the person in 

question has already been leader of another school either in Malta or abroad, as 

practically all communities have schools in other countries; the person shows 

charisma or outstanding qualities that seemingly make her I him an adequate 

Head of school; or the person is perceived to be the best option to fill in a vacant 

post of headship. It is also significant to say that some people accept Headship 

very willingly, while others just do out of the vow of obedience. 

"Expert advice (precise information) and through listening." (Male, 
secondary, religious Head respondent) 

"They try to help me by showing what is the best thing to be done. 
Naturally prayer is on top." (Female, primary, religious Head 
respondent) 

"First and foremost support and prayer, listening. Then they do all 
they can to co-operate and help." (Female, primary, religious 
Head respondent) 

"I get support from the Community .... but not always; rarely from 
the assistant Head; often from the guidance teacher. This is done 
mostly through open discussion about the problem, sharing (at 
times) by the teachers concerned except in confidential cases." 
(Female, primary, religious Head respondent) 

"When it is possible, they come and help me during the matter,' 
they listen to me (even if it is something funny)". (Female, 
primary, religious Head respondent) 

Members of staff are the next support providers for Heads. This is quite a 

positive factor and also proves the point that where is a good relationship 
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between the Head of school and members of staff, this is bound to have a 

constructive result for all parties involved (Vroom, 1960; Carnegie et al., 1995). 

"They give me tangible support, help me to focus and back me in 
all my decisions." (Female, secondary, religious Head 
respondent) 

"By being open about difficulties I come across and ask them to 
help me to solve them." (Female, primary, religious Head 
respondent) 

"I always felt supported in my actions and plans of activities." 
(Female, primary, lay Head respondent) 

"I can talk. They empathise." (Female, primary, religious Head 
respondent) 

"By discussing certain problems and trying to solve them in a 
collegial way." (Male, secondary, religious Head respondent) 

Good communication, care, and participation are clearly a great moment to those 

who are subject to them no matter what the person's role is. These factors are 

also prone to improve morale and motivation (Bhindi and Duignan, 1997; 

Sergiovanni, 2001; Duignan, and Collins, 2002) at all levels. Riches (1997) 

states that morale "relates to the way people think about their work" (p.91). 

Although morale can be applied to the individual, it often refers to a group of 

people. Riches mentions three ways how low morale can be identified: through 

the psychological and physiological state of people, the existence of injustice, 

and the undermining of status or the use of threats. So if people perceive their 

work as satisfying, and feel that their efforts are recognised, then they are more 

likely to give that extra endeavour to do their best. Similarly, if people feel 
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unsupported, not appreciated, lonely and somehow impotent, then they are prone 

to start slacking in their initiatives and in their work. 

Other Heads of schools seem to be next on the list and it comes quite as a 

surprise to me that only a small number of Heads use this strategy to obtain 

support. 

"Talking through situations; possible alternatives; plans of action; 
knowing that my source of support is totally trustworthy and 
shares the same values." (Female, secondary, lay Head 
respondent) 

"Advice, ideas and helpful suggestions." (Female, primary, 
religious Head respondent) 

"Mainly discussing delicate issues with people who shoulder the 
same burdens and responsibilities." (Female, primary, religious 
Heads respondent) 

Goleman (2002a) suggests that being in a resonant group, one with other leaders 

who are venturing together to cultivate new leadership styles and who are living 

the daily experience of leading a school, offers one of the best arenas for 

effective stress management. This is because cultivating special relationships is 

crucial as people can help the individual to understand one's dreams, strengths 

and gaps and become aware of the impact on others. In my opinion this is being 

brought about by the autonomy that Maltese church schools enjoy and actually 

want to retain. Everyone seems to be enclosed in his / her niche and there is no 

real collaboration among schools at large. At times even collaboration among 

Heads of the same community, who run different schools, seems to be lacking. 

Recently I was doing some research for someone in the educational field and I 
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found out that while Heads in Maltese state schools hold regular monthly 

meetings, Heads in Maltese church schools do not have anything of the like. I 

strongly believe that the Secretariat should start working on something similar. 

Regular meetings among Heads can be a means of sustaining support and 

collaboration, and while autonomy is maintained there will be uniformity in some 

prominent aspects. After all these schools all have one important aim: a sound 

Catholic education to their students. 

Another striking feature is the fact that Heads do not seem to obtain much 

support from the Secretariat for Catholic Education. This is the section that is 

specifically in charge of all church schools in Malta. And yet Heads do not seem 

to resort to it for support. It would be quite interesting to study this matter. The 

section in itself is very efficient. Albeit made up of a small number of employees, 

the latter are very well informed and up-to-date in laws and legislations and 

procedures. Yet for some reason it deters Heads from resorting to the section 

when the need arises. It could be that leaders have the mentality of contacting 

this section only when administrative matters arise. But then again, why is this 

happening? What is causing it? 

The rest of the list shows other sources how respondents obtain support. At face 

value support from the family seems to be pretty low. But evidently it has to be 

borne in mind that in this study there are only eight lay heads and consequently 

this explains why family ranks so low in the list. 
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"Family: my husband discusses administrative decisions with me. 
Congregation gives me constant support." (Female, primary, lay 
Head respondent) 

At no point can the fact that Heads are human be overlooked. Leaders in 

contemporary human service organisations are being constantly confronted by 

external and internal challenges and expectations that make great demands on 

their time, expertise energies and emotional well being. At no point can the fact 

that Heads are human be overlooked. For that reason having the right degree of 

respect and having the right support can make leading a far less demanding job 

and a far more effective one. 
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CONCLUSION 

It is in "making hope practical, rather than despair convincing" (Williams, 1983, p. 

240) that the way to more effective, rewarding and fulfilling ways can be 

achieved. 

It is only in a shared belief and insistence that there are practical 
alternatives that the balance of forces and chances begins to alter. 
Once the inevitabilities are challenged, we begin gathering our 
resources for a journey of hope. If there are no easy answers there 
are still available and discoverable hard answers, and it is these 
that we can now learn to make and share. (Williams, 1983, pp. 268-
9). 

In the ten sections of this Chapter, I have tried to bring out and discuss, as 

comprehensively as possible, some of the major aspects of leadership and 

organisational life being faced by this group of educational leaders in charge of 

Maltese Catholic schools. The main themes of this Chapter were those issues 

that run through the hearts and minds of the participants as they struggle with the 

complex amalgam of challenges, satisfactions, chagrins and tensions that 

leadership entails. 

It is crucial that leaders are given the adequate means to be able to examine 

problems from a wide range of perspectives. There are several good examples 

to draw on here. They include Bolman and Deal's (1997) 'four frames' model of 

organisations, Morgan's (1997) eight 'images of organisation' and Bush's (2003) 

six models of educational leadership and management. In its own capacity, each 

of these methods provides a rich resource that can enable educational leaders to 

clarify their own perceptions about their organisation and their leadership, to gain 

316 



deeper understanding into those of others and to enhance their repertoire of 

possible solutions to the challenges that they face. 

Making sense of things requires theorising. Much of the applied literature on 

leadership is, almost by definition, largely atheoretical. To an extent, the 

metaphors and frames developed by Bolman and Deal, Morgan, Bush and 

others, represent a number of different theories with the aim of providing more 

explicit grounds for analysing leaders' 'theories-in-use' (Atkinson, 2000). Yet one 

cannot afford to overlook the social-science aspect in the study of leadership 

(Baron and Taylor, 1969). Concepts and theories of sociology, psychology, 

political science, economics, and, of course, philosophy should "provide the basic 

tools of literacy on which the understandings and practices of educational leaders 

are built (Simkins, 2005, p. 22). 

"Those in leadership roles have a tremendous responsibility to get it right. 

Fortunately we know a great deal about what getting it right means." (Leithwood, 

Day, Sammons, Harris, and Hopkins, 2006, p.3). Consequently these authors 

come out with seven claims about what really makes a successful school leader 

1. School leadership is second only to classroom teaching as an influence 

on student learning 

2. Almost all successful leaders draw on the same repertoire of basic 

leadership practices. 
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3. The ways in which leaders apply these basic leadership practices - not 

the practices themselves -demonstrate responsiveness to, rather than 

dictation by, the contexts in which they work 

4. School leaders improve teaching and learning indirectly and most 

powerfully through their influence on staff motivation, commitment and 

working conditions 

5. School leadership has a greater influence on schools and students when it 

is widely distributed 

6. Some patterns of distribution are more effective than others 

7. A small handful of personal traits explains a high proportion of the 

variation in leadership effectiveness. 

There is increased awareness that the complexities and ambiguities of leading 

an organisation make it very problematic, if not dangerous, to come up with some 

simple prescriptions about leadership (Glatter and Kydd, 2003). Coping 

effectively and efficiently with these complexities and ambiguities and helping 

others in the organisation to do so, is the focal task of leadership. Heifetz's 

(1994) quotation brings this out very clearly: 

Leadership is both active and reflective. One has to alternate between 
partiCipating and observing. Walt Whitman described it as being 'both in 
and out of the game' .... Although the principle is easy to grasp the 
practice is not. Rather than maintain perspective on the events that 
surround and involve us we often get swept up by them ... To discern the 
larger patterns on the dance floor, to see who is dancing with whom, in 
what groups, in what location, and who is sitting out what kind of dance -
we have to stop moving and get to the balcony. (p.252-3) 

But then, what should the leader be observing from the balcony? 
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Simkins (2005) suggests six areas in this regard: 

• making sense of the ways in which leadership itself is perceived 

• examining the organisation's role and purposes within a dynamic and 

conflictual policy environment 

• perceiving the ways in which leadership roles are shifting 

• studying the ways in which power and authority are being manifested and 

how they should be constituted and distributed in educational 

organizations 

• scrutinising 'other worlds' across inter-professional and organizational 

parameters 

• using leadership development to comprehend sense-making itself. 

None of these leadership challenges can be resolved simply by recourse to 

concepts about what works. Each of these challenges needs to be tackled by 

means of a complex process that draws on both the ethical and the practical 

aspects, on personal values and the collegial discernment of the group. Leading 

an educational organisation is not easy task, albeit the satisfying factors that it 

carries with it. 

The more you don't like what's going on around you, or the way 
decisions affecting your life are being made, the more you owe it to 
yourself to very seriously, 'get involved' ........ "To know and not to 
do, is not to know. 

(Puttnam, 2007) 
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In the last and final chapter I shall be presenting some recommendations, which, 

in my opinion, will be beneficial, both to the organisations in general and to the 

leaders themselves. After all "people who feel good, do well and people who do 

well, feel good!" (Carnegie, 1995, p.41). 
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"What lies before us, and what lies beyond us, is tiny compared to what lies 
within us." 

(William David Thoreau, 1976) 

THE RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

This research had the aim of exploring what it means to be the Head of a 

Maltese Roman Catholic church school and this included issues like: what is the 

role of the Head and what are the expectations tied to such a post; what a 

leader would do differently if it were a state school; and which are the 

motivating, satisfying and stressful aspects of this job. 

EXPECTATIONS TIED TO THIS POST 

One of the principal issues that was delved into in this research concerned the 

function and purpose of being a leader in an educational organisation. 

Participants were asked what, in their opinion, is their role as Heads of school 

and what are the expectations associated with this post. 

According to the participants their role is multi-faceted as it carries different 

responsibilities: academic, curricular, social, personal. They see themselves as 

being tied down with the National Curriculum but having to give, at the same 

time, huge importance to the Christian and character formation of their students; 

to the vision and mission of their school; to passing on the message of Christ 

and the Gospel; to promoting the charisma of their patron saint. The holistic 



education of students is another important issue together with collegiality among 

staff, academic results and educational change. 

Evidently the vast majority feel that a lot is expected of them. So far most 

Maltese church schools have had a good record of successful academic results 

and this seems to exert some pressure, especially on those Heads whose 

school holds such a reputation. It is clear that some Heads are context-specific 

leaders, feeling that their behaviour will ripple over the entire organisation while 

others are more mission-focused leaders, suggesting that a new form of a more 

liberal and collegial style of leadership is emerging. 

DIFFERENCE BETWEEN STATE AND CHURCH SCHOOLS 

Participants were also asked if they think that a Church school has a different 

mission from a state school. Whilst a small number answered in the negative, 

the majority believe that there is certainly diversity between the two sectors. 

The main divergences include culture, academic results, discipline and the 

entire outlook towards education and the student per se. Some perceive that 

state schools do not have the same obligations as church schools as they are 

not bound to put Christian values and character formation of students as an 

integral part of their mission statement. A further difference that the participants 

mentioned is the comparatively high level of autonomy experienced by the 

Heads of Church schools in comparison with the more bureaucratic demands of 



the state experienced by Heads of state schools. Another mentioned factor was 

the strong internal ethos, mostly created by the charisma of the founder and of 

the religious congregation that runs the school, which is perceived by Heads to 

be an effective tool as compared to other educational organisations where this 

sense of identity might be lacking. Most of these Heads perceive their schools 

as having their particular character, made up of those traits and characteristics 

that distinguish one church school from another. When analysing these 

institutions, the concept of spiritual capital was also evident. Heads put great 

emphasis on their resources of spiritual capital in moving forward their 

organisation and in their leadership methods and styles. 

MOTIVATING, SATISFYING AND STRESSFUL ASPECTS OF THE JOB 

The research sought to investigate these three job aspects. It transpired that 

the work factors that motivate participants most are planning, discussing and 

shared decision-making, offering support, motivating staff and students' leading 

others, delegating, solving problems, facing challenges, working in a team, the 

pastoral aspect, working towards a vIsion. Other participants referred to a 

religious dimension to motivation: doing God's will; having the opportunity to 

proclaim the Gospel or to evangelise. The social aspect was another facet of 

motivation: that of making a limited but valuable contribution to society; the 

possibility of making a difference to others; the well-being and development of 

students; the holistic development of all stakeholders. 



The research also explored what these Heads find to be satisfying in their role 

as leaders of church schools. The strongest feature was seeing staff and 

students happy, their well-being, their personal, social and academic progress; 

good rapport with all stakeholders. Satisfaction elements also featured good 

academic results, providing thus an opportunity for feeling useful. A friendly, 

supportive and co-operative team coupled with a sense of collegiality also give 

satisfaction to these Heads. The social aspect is another satisfying factor: being 

of help to families; being trusted with personal matters; seeing to needs of 

children with disabilities. 

Another aspect that the study tried to investigate was job stress. It was evident 

that one of the biggest stressors for these educational leaders is the time factor 

(the feeling that there is little time to do so many things) together with 

administrative issues. Lack of co-operation from staff, students and parents 

seems to be another predominant factor causing stress to these Heads, together 

with lack of motivation and professionalism. Conflict among staff members, 

pressure from parents, complacency, too much paperwork and administrative 

matters to be taken care of, money and lack of it are other factors. Social 

factors are also leaving their imprint on some of the Heads: students coming 

from broken families, social and material poverty among some of the students, 

cases of child abuse, and exploitation of young people by adults, media, and 

SOCiety at large. Finally there is that huge sense of responsibility that seems to 

lurk on and impinge itself on every aspect of leadership. 
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My study also attempted to comprehend the challenges that contemporary 

Catholic Heads of schools face in their mission. A range of significant research 

questions were delved into, particularly what effects Maltese Catholic schools 

are believed, by their leaders, to be having upon the spiritual, moral and social 

development of their students; whether the Catholic conception of indirect 

pedagogy is being usurped by the ever-increasing importance being bestowed 

upon direct pedagogy, that is if the academic aspect is taking over the holistic 

development of students; if Catholic culture is still dominant in these schools; 

how Heads are responding to mission challenges, market challenges, moral 

challenges and social challenges in their organisations; and finally what kind of 

support these Heads are obtaining in trying to meet these challenges. 

THE SPIRITUAL, MORAL AND SOCIAL DEVELOPMENT OF STUDENTS 

It came out very clearly that all Heads, to some degree, are aware of and have 

the spiritual, moral and social development of their students at heart, and hold it 

as one of their main objectives. In fact this was one of the main features that 

emerged at the very beginning when Heads were asked to say what if feels like 

to be the Head of a church school: and their replies were basically along the 

lines of providing the best holistic education to all their students. The perceived 

spiritual, moral and I or social aspects of their mission are among the motivating 

factors of most of the participants. The latter see this as their main mission and 

inevitably they are putting this into practice in the best way that they deem 
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possible. The data also shows that female religious members give more 

importance to the spiritual aspect of education. Incidentally social factors and 

the general well-being of students are also among the most stressful factors that 

most respondents admitted to. Inevitably these church schools include in them 

a mixture of students coming from all strata of society, with different social, 

moral and academic backgrounds and participants seemed to be very much 

aware of these factors. Some Heads admitted to being fonts of hope and 

optimism for students and even parents who may be overwhelmed by trouble or 

despair. All respondents take the issue of equal rights and inclusion very 

seriously and put it, in very clear and transparent ways, into practice. Again the 

majority of Heads give a lot of prominence to the notion of human relations, to a 

sense of shared purpose, to values and to community spirit. 

INDIRECT PEDAGOGY VERSUS DIRECT PEDAGOGY 

Albeit academic achievements playa very important role, especially in some 

particular schools which enjoy such a reputation, Heads still give a lot of weight 

to the indirect pedagogical aspect of their organisation: preparing students for 

life and to be good Catholic citizens. Being of service and helping others were 

perceived to be some of the main satisfying and, even more, striven for factors 

for a number of respondents. It is an indisputable fact that Catholic schools, 

like other educational organisations, are being influenced by the ever-increasing 

academic demands that seem to be high jacking every other aspect of 



schooling. Yet it is an undeniable fact that whether academic study and 

achievement take over the real mission of each particular school, depends to a 

great extent, on the school leader's philosophy. And this fact came out very 

clearly from the participants' point of views. On the whole the vast majority of 

Heads in this study still give a lot of weight to the invisible pedagogy and 

somewhat invisible outcomes related to the spiritual, moral and social formation 

of students. In fact clear reference was made to the importance that some 

Heads are giving to education aimed at encouraging and inculcating the 

personal and social merits like love and compassion, charity, forgiveness, good 

citizenship, responsible sexual conduct and care of the environment. 

IMPORTANCE OF CATHOLIC CULTURE 

Leadership cannot be detached from the context in which it takes place because 

the culture of an organisation represents its ideology. For this reason the role of 

school culture and how this influences all those who form part of the 

organisation cannot be overlooked or discarded. As the data from the interviews 

and the questionnaires showed, all Heads are doing their utmost so that the 

Catholic Culture of their religious order still prevails in their school. It is also 

evident that when lay Heads are involved it is still made clear that they have to 

follow suit. Some Heads feel that the charisma of their patron saint has to be 

felt strongly by all those who enter their school, and even more by those who 

study or work there. Most participants were aware that they have a strong 
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influence upon their organisation's culture by means of practices that are aimed 

at developing shared norms, values, beliefs and attitudes among staff and 

students. For this reason they dedicate most of their time and energy to 

promote and sustain the Catholic culture that prevails in their schools. Culture 

gives character to the organisation and the factors that it covers like tone, value 

system, standards, relationships, habits, rules of conduct are clearly being given 

their due importance by this group of Heads. Organisational culture seems to 

be one of the main principal factors at work as it affects shared values, beliefs, 

operation and over-all behaviour of all involved in these organisations under 

study. This is also very evident in the attitudes towards staff and students that 

many participants explained; in the rites and ceremonies that take place within 

these organisations; in the celebrations of achievements; in the formal and 

informal networks that make up the different schools together with the ideology 

that these organisations advocate and promote; and in the expressions of need 

and interest and general orientations adopted. 

MISSION, MARKET, MORAL AND SOCIAL CHALLENGES 

The data reveals that two sets of conditions are contributing to these 

professional learning communities, namely structural conditions and human and 

social resources. Participants say that they are developing a sense of 

professional community by giving attention to teacher development and by 

generating and supporting the structural conditions, human and social 

329 



interaction models that sustain a sense of community. This is one of the 

strategies that some Heads are adopting to respond to market and social 

challenges that their organisations, like all educational organisations are facing. 

Participants who lead small schools are evidently using this to their advantage 

by providing a more focused academic programme in a more personalised 

ambience. Larger schools connect the different aspects of the organisation, 

giving greater importance to relationships shared responsibilities and 

empowerment to face such challenges. 

SUPPORT FOR HEADS 

The majority of participants admitted from the very beginning that their jobs are 

complex, stressful, laden with responsibility, and involve long hours of work. A 

good number of participants also admitted to being emotionally exhausted, and 

also to having feelings of loneliness, undervalue and worthlessness. Although 

the vast majority of participants admitted that they feel they have adequate 

support (mostly from their SMT and their respective religious communities in the 

case of religious Heads), the over all feeling that I could elicit was that much 

more support can be given by different potential sources. This is why, as I write 

in my ensuing recommendations, I believe that building a stronger rapport 

among church schools would be beneficial in so many ways. Promoting special 

and resonant relationships can be a crucial tool that most Heads can find to be 

very beneficial in their work. 



Naturally, much more can be explored in all of these areas and evidently it was 

practically impossible in my research project to explore and find all the definitive 

answers to these questions. But I believe that this research can shed some 

enlightenment and clarifications that are valuable both to the field of Maltese 

Catholic Education and to other researchers who might wish to delve further into 

the area of educational leadership and management. 

GROUNDED APPROACH 

Since in my study I wanted to develop, instead of test a hypothesis, adopting a 

grounded approach was an appropriate way to obtain the qualitative and 

subjective data that I needed. This is because grounded theory is a 

methodology in which theory is derived from data that is systematically gathered 

and analysed. In fact this is what I had in mind from the very beginning: to 

obtain methodical and reliable data and as a result develop a theory. 

Grounded theory was originally developed by Glaser & Strauss (1967) with the 

aim of building theories faithful to the area under study illuminating a particular 

phenomenon. The hypothesis is grounded in the specific data that the 

researcher collects, and the usefulness of the constructs can be tested in 

subsequent research. This was the route that this research followed: data was 

collected by interviews and questionnaires, then analysed, and this led to the 
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grounding of the hypothesis. The grounded approach that was adopted in this 

research made the two methods, namely interviews and questionnaires, even 

more reliable where theory emerged from and was grounded in data. 

Because theory is grounded in the data that is actually gathered, grounded 

theory resounds with both the people who experience the phenomenon and the 

researcher who has a professional interest in it. And this was another reason 

why I chose to adopt a Grounded approach. Participants were an integral part 

of the entire process as was my professional and personal inquisitiveness in the 

field. Grounded theory endeavours for a diagnostic and critical interpretation of 

research participants' worlds and of the practices that represent how these 

worlds are built. 

Another factor that spurred me on to use a Grounded approach was the fact that 

recently the application of grounded theory has gained more popularity among 

organisational researchers. And as I explained in Chapter Two, it has been 

employed in studies on organisational culture, growth, change and innovation, 

work teams, company survival and organisational leadership. This is because 

Grounded theory is perceived to produce descriptions of organisational reality 

that are likely to bring forth positive discussions around such important themes. 

Grounded theory methods entail simultaneous data collection and analysis, with 

each factor informing and focusing the other throughout the entire process. In 
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fact, I started my analyses early while I was still in the process of collecting the 

data so that I would be able to focus further data collection. In turn these 

focused data were used to refine emerging analyses. 

The contemporary tendency is to adopt a reflexive, constructivist approach to 

grounded theory that emphasises the studied phenomenon, rather than the 

methods of studying it (Charmaz, 1990, 2000, 2003; Charmaz and Mitchell, 2001). 

This would mean that while adopting a systematic approach to research, the 

researcher takes a critical stance that cultivates a sense technique of integrating 

subjective experience with social conditions in the research. The whole 

research route is an interactive procedure: past experiences and current 

interests of the researcher infuse and integrate in the processing of all the data. 

And this was what happened in my case. I have always worked within the 

church schools sector and the themes of organisational and educational 

leadership and management are two of the areas that I find intriguing and 

absorbing. 

Grounded theory is said to shed light on complex phenomenon, with special 

prominence to how they occur. And in my opinion, leading a school is no simple 

matter. This theory answers process-oriented questions, connecting the factors 

that give rise to complex, dynamic phenomena: it is like capturing a moving 

picture instead of a snapshot. And this is what I tried to do in my research: 

discover as much as possible, delve into the truth, and not just superficially. 
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While analysing the interviews and questionnaires, thus organising and 

explaining the data, I could elicit the participants' views and definitions of the 

situation. I could see a bird's eye view while at the same time focus on 

particular themes, like being able to use a wide lens to get an over-all picture 

and then zoom closely to focus on and scrutinise details. In this way I could go 

deeper into meaning and action and try to depict a picture of the whole scenario. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

In this research study, I have tried to investigate what it is like to be a 

headteacher in a Maltese Roman Catholic school, through an exploration of 

attitudes, behaviours, leadership styles and managerial skills and approaches 

that these educational leaders are adopting. 

Based on these findings, in this final chapter, I shall be putting forward some 

reflections and recommendations that, I feel, frontline leaders in charge of 

Catholic Schools in Malta, can take into account and possibly adopt. Hopefully 

these will be creative, intuitive frameworks within which leaders may seek to 

operate, together with modes of professional development to better prepare and 

sustain leaders to cope with the complex and demanding roles that they have 

either inherited or been offered. 
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But before I start presenting my recommendations, I feel that it is very important 

to state that as regards academic results these Heads seem to be successful as 

most students in Maltese church schools appear to be attaining satisfactory to 

very good results. As I also explained earlier on (on page 12) this has been 

proven by studies conducted locally by independent organisations. Another 

undeniable fact is that Maltese church schools are in great demand among local 

parents and up to now the demand has always been far greater than the supply. 

Nevertheless some changes can be carried out which, in my opinion, will render 

these organisations better managed, more collegial and more in keeping with 

the changes that are happening in the educational field. 

ONGOING TRAINING 

Ongoing training should be offered to all established Heads. At this day and age, 

when lifelong learning is being given such prominence, constant instruction is a 

necessity, especially in a field that is developing rapidly and continuously. 

Professional development of leaders should include regular, confidential 

opportunities for social interaction and learning, peer support, mentoring, and 

coaching. The professional development of leaders should help to edify and 

challenge them to develop more adequately theorised understandings of school 

leadership in Church schools. As the data in Chapter Three shows, only just 

over 50% of the respondents had some kind of training in Headship including five 
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participants who only had short ad hoc courses. To me this is quite worrying for, 

although experience is a huge asset, and while some of these Heads can boast 

of a good number of years in Headship, I believe that experience can profitably 

be backed by academic, and research based evidence and knowledge. More 

perturbing is the fact that when respondents were asked whether they received 

any kind of training in educational management and I or leadership after their 

appointment as Heads of school, only 670/0 replied in the positive. And after 

scrutinising the type of training that these Heads underwent while in their leading 

posts, it can clearly be noticed that some courses enjoy a good degree of 

relevance and significance while others were simple one-off instances. To 

further corroborate this, when respondents were asked if they feel that they are 

adequately trained in Headship, only just over two-thirds answered in the 

positive. I feel that this issue has to be taken seriously, either by the religious 

communities that run the schools or by the Secretariat for Catholic education. 

Alternatively arrangements can be made between the two entities to ensure that 

this matter is taken care of seriously. 

MENTORING 

Apart from the importance of self-development and self-reflective activities, 

mentoring or being mentored can have significant benefits and a positive impact 

for all involved, namely mentees, mentors, the educational organisation involved 

and the education system at large. Mentoring programmes can contribute 
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substantially to the formation of authentic and effective leaders through the 

expertise, experiences and wisdom of experienced leaders. In this way 

mentoring programmes would be able to contribute to the professional 

development of people at entry points to new or promoted posts of Headship. 

This will happen through peer support, thus enabling new Heads to make sense 

of their role and acquire a clearer understanding of what it is like to be a 

headteacher. It will also help Heads to gain more confidence and self-assurance 

in their new role. This will take place through interaction with the mentor, 

plausibly leading to developing expertise in a series of areas, like staff 

management, staff motivation and conflict resolution. Mentoring can be a 

powerful leadership development strategy, as it tends to speed up the process of 

transition. 

Mentoring can also be a source of support, as it can help in reducing isolation 

experienced by some of these Heads through the 'sounding board' provided by 

mentors. I n fact mentoring is perceived as one element in a process of 

networking designed to reduce professional isolation. For this reason mentoring 

would be a useful asset to established Heads, not just to newly appointed ones. 

Many Heads would value the opportunity to reflect on their practice with a senior 

colleague. 

Mentoring can also bring about mutuality in relationships accepted as a key to 

shared learning and experiences. As it is evident in Chapter Four, there is very 
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little contact, if any, among most of the Heads of Maltese Church schools. 

Consequently strategies that can help promote healthier interactions and a 

friendlier rapport among this group of people should be encouraged and 

mentoring is one similar tactic. 

Since mentoring pays more attention to the social and psychological aspects of 

the beneficiary, it can also act as a mirror for self-reflection, providing a powerful 

and effective way of assisting this process. Thus Heads would be able to self­

evaluate their performance and be able to maintain positive traits and adopt 

other needed tactics. 

As I wrote in Chapter Three, a good number of Heads do not have any kind of 

qualification or training in leadership or I and management. Others found 

themselves occupying this post inadvertently. For this reason mentoring will 

have the potential to foster the development of such leaders while it will help to 

equip and maintain others in their role as educational leaders by providing them 

with constructive feedback and professional support. 

Research suggests that on the job experiences are perceived as more 

significant than off the job experiences, although there is an evident need for 

both. School-based experiences are a huge asset for leadership development 

and therefore mentoring would prove to be an essential tool for this particular 

group of educational leaders. 
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BUILDING A CUL lURE OF LEADERSHIP 

While leaders need to be supported by means of professional development and 

mentoring, the need for these organisations to think differently about promoting 

the quality and depth of their leadership is perceived. Some of these leaders 

admitted that very often they find themselves alone and isolated, feeling that they 

are the only ones responsible for leading their organisation. In fact this was one 

of the very first features that was revealed by the participants both in the 

questionnaires and in the interviews. This represents a very constricted view of 

leadership and one that is loaded with danger. The 'lone-ranger' leader is very 

prone to suffer from stress and burnout, or sacrifice life for the sake of the job. In 

the discussion on Job Stress, it is evident that a good number of these Heads 

feel very stressed and some of them are adopting stress coping strategies that 

might not be so effective and efficient. Leaders need to be assertive enough in 

their own identity to freely share their leadership role and responsibilities, thus 

promoting a culture where others are very willing to participate. I ntroducing and 

encouraging the notion of shared and distributed leadership among staff is bound 

to lead to a greater sense of belonging at all levels. And as I discussed earlier 

on, this will act as an incentive to staff while lessening the load off the shoulders 

of the Heads concerned. 
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FRAMES OF REFERENCE 

The task of formulating a vIsion by the leader in collaboration with all the 

stakeholders is not easy without its tensions. In fact Heads in this particular 

study said that to convince all members of staff and all other stakeholders to 

start pulling the same rope leading to one common vision is no straightforward 

and uncomplicated undertaking. Having to cope with the dual pressures for 

change and stability is also a difficult matter to strive for. For this reason, 

leaders in contemporary educational organisations require frames of reference 

that would be able to help them manage situations of uncertainty, ambiguity and 

paradox. This is another reason while I feel that there should be more liaisons 

between Heads themselves and also with some other entity that can act as a 

frame of reference. Leaders may also need frameworks for making choices that 

may be perceived to encompass difficult considerations, values and ethical 

issues. At times, choices are between right-and-right rather than right-or-wrong 

alternatives. Finding optimal solutions to such situations demands mindsets and 

approaches contending either / or solutions and adopting both / and methods. 

In this respect, the Secretariat can act as a very potential tool as I discuss in the 

following section. 

SECRETARIAT FOR CATHOLIC EDUCATION 

More tangible support can be given by the Secretariat. Although help and advice 

are readily available, for some reason or other, this is either not being felt by 
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most of the Heads, or else is not being sought by them. In fact when participants 

were asked from where they obtain their support the vast majority referred to the 

senior management team. Only a very small percentage mentioned the 

Secretariat as their source of support. Maybe the Secretariat can promote its 

services so that Heads would be encouraged more to resort to this section for 

help and consultation. Or maybe a specific section within the Secretariat can be 

set up to deal directly with the various needs of Heads, be they administrative, 

supportive and even personal to a certain extent. The Secretariat can also be 

the organising body of yearly conferences and monthly meetings (as I discuss in 

the following section). Inevitably there has to be an organising entity that takes 

care of the managerial and executive side of things. 

COLLEGIALITY AMONG SCHOOLS VERSUS AUTONOMY 

Structures and resources for consultation, relationships, dialogue and partnership 

among schools should be encouraged. While Maltese church schools enjoy a 

high degree of autonomy, and this is one of the backbones of these schools, that 

make them quite unique in nature, too much autonomy may have the tendency to 

isolate schools from each other. It has to be asserted, at any point, that 

autonomy in terms of leading, managing, and running the school, is one of the 

main features of church schools worldwide. Apart from this, finding the right 

balance between legitimate mandates and school autonomy is an important 

condition for organisational character to flourish as Sergiovanni (2001) insists. 

341 



Autonomy provides the unique sense of commitment that a school stands for: its 

values, traditions, meanings and purposes. It also includes the traditions, rituals 

and norms that define the particular school. In fact this notion comes out very 

clearly from the data. Autonomy differs from one school to another and these 

differences lay the groundwork for developing the school's unique character. 

I sincerely believe that this sense of autonomy should be maintained. However a 

balance should be struck between remaining autonomous and building good and 

strong rapports with other schools. Through this sense of co"egiality, a lot of 

genuine and beneficial sharing can happen. 

REGULAR MEETINGS AND NETWORKING 

Regular meetings should also be held among Heads. The importance of such 

meetings cannot be emphasised enough. Bearing in mind the busy schedule of 

all Heads, meetings can be planned we" in advance so that Heads would be able 

to include them in their calendar. In such meetings, Heads should be 

encouraged to include topics of concern in the agenda. Different speakers 

coming from relevant fields can also be invited to attend and give their 

contribution. I feel that I have to emphasize again that there seems to be no real 

network among this group of Heads. Autonomy is very important, but the need to 

meet, discuss, co-ordinate work and share good practices is tangible and real. In 

this day and age, no educational organisation can live and flourish on its own. 
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Different approaches can be adapted to organising the coordination of these 

institutions while at the same time preserving the autonomy of these schools. An 

atmosphere has to be created where Heads feel comfortable to share self-doubts 

without feeling like a failure, as well as celebrating successes without feeling 

arrogant. A sense of collegiality would thus be created where peers would be 

willing to give and receive both constructive feedback and reinforcement. It has 

to be constantly borne in mind that the development of such a rapport cannot be 

left to chance, but neither can it be forced or mandated. For this reason, it is of 

utmost importance that Heads really perceive and feel the necessity of meeting 

regularly and networking with their colleagues. 

HUMAN ASPECT 

There has been, and there might still be the tendency in some Maltese church 

schools to inject people into leadership roles without appropriate preparation. 

Other Heads, albeit properly qualified, might feel on their own, trying to carry a 

burden that at times, seems somewhat too heavy to bear. Apart from having 

adequate academic preparation and training, Heads need to focus also on their 

formation as human beings. Such formation would help them expand their 

horizons and help them to appreciate that leadership is a holistic process, that 

apart from being good leaders and managers, they also have to be good human 

beings. As Kelly (2000) eloquently says, "in this respect it is not merely a matter 

of knowing something, but becoming someone, not just a matter of knowing 
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relevant things, but of becoming a relevant person" (p.19). Self-actualisation 

should then be one of the main objectives of these Heads. 

Perhaps one of the first steps of preparing and training educational leaders would 

be to focus on their formation as authentic, sensitive, dependable and genuine 

human beings. Such an approach would help to expand leaders' horizons and 

make them more aware that learning and self-development are holistic, and they 

should be tools that connect them to the world of knowledge and to their 

wholeness as human beings. It is not sufficient for contemporary leaders to be 

good managers and efficient and productive practitioners. They also need to be 

good human beings. Formation processes should help leaders to develop their 

personal ethical and moral frameworks to be able to study, analyse and cope 

with the complex task of leading their organisation. 

In this respect, religious communities together with the Secretariat can work in a 

proactive manner by organising training courses for persons, religious or lay, who 

intend to take up a leading post in one of the schools. And it is imperative that 

apart from the academic, leading and managerial aspects of being an 

educational leader, one would also tackle the human aspect. After a" as I wrote 

in my introduction, in the educational field, school leaders are central and their 

leadership is considered as fundamental to the success or otherwise of their 

organisation. It is to be borne in mind that success is measured not only through 

good and better examination results that students obtain, but also through the 
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personal and social skills that students acquire during their course of studies. 

Leaders thus need strong personality qualities to affirm influence and function. 

Leaders need to take decisions, and each decision has to be taken with skill 
I 

immediacy and a certain degree of stability. And this is why the human aspect of 

the Head has to be given its due importance. 

STRIVING TOWARDS A MOTIVATED, SATISFIED, STRESS -CONTROLLED COHORT 

Leaders need to be people with heart, who are adequately emotionally mature to 

be able to develop mutually inspiring, enriching, heartening and productive 

relationships with all the other stakeholders who make up the organisation. 

Leaders are bound to have to make choices in tension situations, which usually 

require more than mere management skills. Such situations would necessitate 

creative, intuitive frameworks based on the in-depth understanding of human 

nature on one hand, and the needs of the organisation on the other. 

Consequently this would call for a sound judgement, a wisdom derived from 

critical reflection on the meaning of life and work, and a background academic 

knowledge that would direct the leader in making informed decisions. For this 

reason it would be very beneficial if Heads were given training in stress 

management, taking a more direct stance towards coping and dealing with 

stress. It would also be helpful if Heads were trained in self, staff and student 

motivation. Energy and endeavour need to be invested in motivation, as it is that 

special impetus that directs people towards a desired target. Motivation is that 



mental process that drives individuals towards particular goals, including 

decisions about what to aim for and how to go about it. Motivation is the driving 

force behind most of our actions, plans and strategies and without it, the school 

process becomes dull and stagnant. Motivating factors tend to change and vary 

according to the individual and to circumstances. Respondents gave a broad list 

of motivators ranging from the organisational and managerial, to the spiritual 

aspect, the personal, and even social facets of being a leader in a catholic 

school. 

As the literature on job satisfaction says, being satisfied reflects the individual's 

attitude and happiness with the situation and satisfied people make better 

workers. This will help Heads to define their mission, set their priorities 

accordingly and align their performance with their mission. Albeit satisfying 

factors vary, as was evident from the data, the human element is always one of 

the predominant features together with the academic and leading aspects that 

being a Head of school entails. 

Keeping these three job aspects into perspective may render a happier and more 

efficient cohort of Heads. 
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CHOICE OF HEADS 

In the past, there was the tendency, in some Maltese church schools to inject 

people into leadership roles without adequate preparation. Unfortunately this 

trend still seems to lurk in some educational organisations. An evident problem 

associated with this approach is the fact that in some cases people would be 

reluctant to accept leadership posts either because they do not perceive any 

capacity to perform effectively in such a role or simply because they would not be 

willing to take up such a post. This fact came out very clearly by a number of 

interviewees and respondents who narrated or wrote how the role of Head was 

either imposed on them and they had to accept it due to their vow of obedience, 

or on how it came upon them as a strike of lightening. 

In the Introduction, I explained the way Heads in Maltese church schools are 

chosen. I believe that it is now time when religious orders need to think more 

about proper academic training for prospective Heads of school. Applying theory 

to practice would be the best scenario. This would not exclude personal qualities 

that distinguish one good leader from another. I also feel that the idea of having 

lay people as Heads should not feel so threatening especially in the absence of 

qualified or adequate religious persons to take over. It is true that the number of 

lay Heads is on the increase, but this is still the minority (as the data in Chapter 

Three shows) and some communities seem to dread the idea of replacing a 

religious Head with a lay person as this may seem to be the initial step towards 

losing the particular charisma of the school. 
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LONG TERM HEADSHIP 

Heads who have been in the post for a good number of years can be a font of 

invaluable experience and wisdom to others. On the other hand, there may be 

some resistance to change, albeit this is not necessarily confined only to older 

staff. While it would be essential for communities to support and encourage 

leaders who have occupied the post of Heads of school for long years, it would 

be beneficial to challenge people who may have stagnated in their roles. The 

Data in Chapter Three show that there are some Heads who have been in this 

post for a few months, others for some years, and yet some others who have 

occupied the role of Head of school for decades (even up to thirty-six years). I 

cannot pass a blanket statement and say that those who have occupied the post 

for a good number of years are not adequate anymore. However there may the 

tendency to fall into a rut of old practices, unless sufficient awareness for 

change is created and maintained. In such cases, a younger senior 

management team can also be an asset so that new ideas are inevitably 

introduced and shared by the school leading team. 

SHARING LEADERSHIP 

The majority of participants suggested that the identification, development and 

implementation of a vision for the organisation is best performed by means of a 

sharing process where the core values, capacities and natural alliances within 

the organisation are identified, utilised and maximised. The majority of Heads 
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suggested that the absence of a clear VISion, or the inability or even 

unwillingness to pool together all parties concerned and work towards developing 

and implementing a decision is certainly a recipe for ennui and indifference, 

disinterested participation or maybe even resistance. It was a widely held notion 

that a good rapport should be created and maintained with all shareholders. 

However there were those participants who believe that they should have the last 

word; that they need to put their foot down when the need arises; that they are 

the factotums; that they perceive themselves as having to perform miracles. 

Leaders who bring people together, who believe and strive in establishing strong 

professional and even, at times, personal relationships with colleagues, who are 

capable of empowering others (rather than exercise or impose power) are those 

who are most likely to be best equipped to handle staff relations and manage 

their own people. This particular group of Heads emphasised great sense of 

responsibility that they feel attached to their role. For this reason, developing 

team-oriented schools would certainly lead to building and maintaining a sense of 

collective responsibility. This would re-emphasise the importance of building 

stronger bonds among the different schools so that the notion of shared 

leadership would be more rooted. 
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IMPORTANCE OF CHARISMA 

One of the major aspects that distinguish church schools from other schools is 

the culture that prevails. The importance given to the charisma of the founder 

and the spirit of the religious order that runs the school, is intended to be a 

significant influence upon the culture and work of Catholic schools derived from 

their traditions and origins. Charisma is one of the active elements in these 

schools and when analysing data, the influence of charism had to be taken into 

account all the time and its weight could not be omitted. Charisma is one of the 

most predominant and important aspects of church schools all over the world. 

This charisma is what makes church schools unique. It provided the dynamic 

drive of the school's mission in the past and helped it to preserve, in the main, 

its mission integrity in the challenges of the present. 

FINAL CONCLUSION 

During the lengthy process of collecting and analysing the data that I collected, it 

was evidently clear that the majority of leaders in Maltese church schools, like 

other educational leaders face a number of strong challenges that defy easy 

solution. Contemporary educational leaders need unique attributes that combine 

the intellectual with the moral, the personal and the social, to be able to thrive in 

a world that tends to be frequently driven by economic and materialistic powers 

and relativistic values. 
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The most successful school leaders are open-minded and ready to 
learn from others. They are also flexible rather than dogmatic in 
their thinking within a system of core values, persistent (eg in 
pursuit of high expectations of staff motivation, commitment, 
learning and achievement for all), resilient and optimistic. 

(Leithwood et a/., 2006, p.14). 

Duignan (2002) says that a distinguishing quality of authentic leaders is their 

capability to elevate the spirits and morale of those around them and improve 

the human condition through their presence and contributions. Such leaders 

make a difference to the lives of those people they 'touch', either directly or 

indirectly. Such leadership is the opposite of the dehumanising behaviours of 

leaders and managers who operate from an economic rationalist framework that 

can "debilitate, coerce and frustrate people inside and outside the organisation" 

(Starratt, 1993, p. 63). This is central to Burns' (1978) distinction between 

leadership that is transactional and leadership that is transformational. Burns 

(1978) states that transforming leadership "occurs when one or more persons 

engage with others in such a way that leaders and followers raise one another to 

higher levels of motivation and morality" (p. 20). This does not mean that 

authentic leaders have to behave in a pious or out-of-this-world manner. Terry 

(1993) is realistic about this matter when he states that authentic leaders have 

to operate in a real world and they have to be 

... both true and real in ourselves and in the world. We are 
authentic when we discern, seek and live into truth, as persons in 
diverse communities and in a real world .... [authentic] leadership 
calls for authentic action in the commons. 

(Terry, 1993, pp. 111 - 112) 
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Leaders in an educational organisation are the catalysts of every progress and 

change that happen within the institution, by acting as a role model (Wain, 1995). 

They are the fulcrums of every educational organisation. And so it is mostly up 

to them to move the organisation in the right direction. McClelland (1965) says 

that "work must be more than congenial: it must be absorbing, fascinating and 

challenging" (p.98), and leaders have the capacity to make this happen to them 

and to their subordinates. 

While a variety of leadership and management development programmes can be 

introduced, using the data, evidence and conclusions in Chapters Three and 

Four, I believe that a huge source of leadership development in any organisation 

is to rethink and reaffirm what organisational leadership is really all about: its 

meaning, purpose, processes and content. 

MY FINAL PERSONAL THOUGHT 

This has been a very arduous and tiring journey for me to get here. It has taken 

long and long hours of work, of frustration, of loneliness and even of despair. Yet 

it has been an experience that has taught me a lot and that has changed my 

entire outlook towards life. Today I am convinced that there is a leader hidden in 

every one of us, waiting to be given the opportunity to leave an imprint in the 

pathway of life, a mark on destiny: "In Ancient Greece, what we call 'character' 
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was referred to as 'destiny'. To a quite extraordinary degree it is the quality of 

your character that will determine your destiny" (Puttnam, 2007). 

I conclude that Leaders act through and with people, in other words: 

LEADERSHIP IS ALL ABOUT PEOPLE 
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QUESTIONS OF 

SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW 



SEMI STRUCTURED INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

1. What is it like to be the Head of a Maltese Roman Catholic School? 

2. How is the ethos of the school maintained? 

3. How would you describe your style of leadership? 

4. What challenges do you envisage? 

5. What are your main pre-occupations as a Head of school? 

6. What are your main stressors? 

7. What are the things that motivate you most in your work? 

8. Do you see any difference between a Head in a church school and a Head 

in a state school? 

9. How would you describe your school culture? 

10. How do you look at your staff? 

11. How do you think they perceive you? 

12. Do you believe in collegiality? 



APPENDIX TWO 

PARTICIPANTS INFORMATION SHEET 

AND 

QUESTIONNAIRE 



Participant Information Sheet 

A VIEW FROM THE TOP 
A Study on Educational Leadership in Roman Catholic Church Primary and 

Secondary Schools in Malta 

You are being invited to take part in a research project on leadership in Maltese Roman 

Catholic Church Schools that is part fulfilment of my Doctorate in Education with the 

University of Sheffield, UK. Before you decide it is important for you to understand why 

the research is being done and what it will involve. Please take time to read the following 

information carefully and discuss it with others if you wish. Ask if there is anything that is 

not clear or if you would like more information. Take time to decide whether or not you 

wish to take part. Thank you for reading this. 

The proposed project aims to study leadership in Roman Catholic primary and 

secondary schools in Malta. The study will take a grounded approach in order to 

investigate what it is like to be a headteacher in a church-run school, through an 

exploration of attitudes, behaviours, leadership styles and managerial skills and 

approaches. 

The findings of the study should give some privileged insights into the perceptions and 

experiences of church school heads, providing information about positive and negative 

aspects of the job, indicating areas where organisational and I or administrative changes 

would be helpful and also highlighting areas for further headteacher education and 

training. 

The project is envisaged to spread over two years. 

You have been chosen as one of ten participants (five from the Primary sector and five 

from the Secondary sector) to be interviewed for the purpose of this study. The choice 

was done at random from the entire list of Church Schools, Primary and Secondary, 

made available by the Secretariat for Catholic Education. 



It is up to you to decide whether or not to take part. If you do decide to take part you will 

be given this information sheet to keep and be asked to sign a consent form. If you 

decide to take part you are still free to withdraw at any time, without giving a reason. 

Whilst there are no immediate benefits for those people participating in the project, it is 

hoped that this work will shed light on the different aspects of leading a Roman Catholic 

Church school in Malta. 

All information that will be collected about you during the course of the research will be 

kept strictly confidential. Any information about you that will be disseminated will have 

your name and address removed so that you cannot be recognised from it. 

It is envisaged that any results of the research that may shed light on the perceptions, 

practice, experiences and knowledge of Heads will be presented to the Secretariat for 

Catholic Education. This will hopefully pave the way for any organisational and I or 

administrative changes while highlighting aspects for further education and training. 

This research is being monitored by the Research Ethics Committee of the University of 

Sheffield. 

If you need any further information you can contact me on mob no. 79694876. 

As a participant you will be given a copy of the Participant Information sheet and a copy 

of you signed Consent Form. 

I wish to thank you for taking part in this project. 

Rose Anne Cauchi 



QUESTIONNAIRE 

A STUDY ON EDUCATIONAL LEADERSHIP IN ROMAN CATHOLIC 
SCHOOLS IN MALTA 

1. How would you describe what it feels like to be Head of a Roman Catholic 

school in Malta? 

2. How long have you been in the post of Head of School? 

____ years months. 

3. Were you trained in Headship before you were given the post? 

___ Yes ____ No 

If yes, can you please specify: 

o Diploma in Educational Administration and Management 

o M.Ed 

o MBA 

o M.A 

o Short ad hoc courses 

o Other -----------------



4. Did you receive any training in Educational management and / or 
leadership while you have been Head of School? 

Yes No ----

If yes, what kind of training? 

5. Do you feel you are adequately trained in Headship? 

Yes No --- ----
Why? 

6. How would you describe your style of leadership? Why? 

7. What kind of relationship do you prefer to have with your staff? 

8. How do you handle staff conflict? 



9. What are the work factors that motivate you most? 

10. What are the job factors that give you the greatest satisfaction? 

11. What stresses you most in your job? 

12. What do you understand by Stress? 

13. How do you experience stress? 

3 



14. Do you use any stress coping strategies? 

_______ yes No 

If in the affirmative, can you share what these are? 

15. Do you feel you have adequate help / support when you come across 

difficulties? 

______ yes _____ No 

If yes, from whom? 

In what way? 

16. Did you have any teaching experience before you were appointed Head of 

school? 

Yes No ------ ------

If yes, how long? 



17. Do you have any teaching qualification? 

Yes No 

Can you please specify? 

D B.A 

D P.G.C.E 

D B.Sc 

D Certificate in Pedagogy 

D B.Ed 

D Teachers' College 

D Other 

18. If you have any teaching experience, has teaching been your only 

occupation since you left school? 

Yes No ----

19.1f you had previous teaching experience, do you think that you were given 

the post of Head of school on the basis of your teaching experience? 

20. What, in your opinion, is expected from you as a Head of a church school? 

21. What exactly is your role? 

5 



22. Do you think that a Church school has a different mission from a state 

school? 

Yes --- No 

Why? ________________________ __ 

23. How would you describe the predominant culture of your school? 

24. Can you give an example to illustrate why you describe the culture of your 

school in this way. 

25. What is your vision for the school? 

6 



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

school? 

Yes ----- ____ No 

Why? 

Biographical Information 

Gender: Male D Female D 

Present Age (Sorry! I): 

Years in Headship: ___ _ 

Religious: D Lay: D 

Primary Sector: D Secondary: D 

Number of students on roll: ____ _ 
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