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Introduction 
 
Increased attention has been placed on school improvement over the past 
four decades, borne from international agendas to reform education 
systems to improve student outcomes. The role of school leadership has 
been spotlighted as a crucial factor in driving such reforms and 
improvements within education systems (Leithwood, 2019). Furthermore, 
the evolving changes in education systems, policy, and curricula have 
placed increased and changing expectations on school leaders1 
(Leithwood et al., 2019). Policymakers have expressed growing concern 
about high attrition and turnover rates in school leadership and a decline in 
applications to replace such turnover due in part to the vast 
responsibilities, including financial and human resource management, 
alongside leadership for teaching and learning within the school (IPPN, 
2022; OECD, 2008, 2009, 2013; Sugrue, 2015; Tobin, 2023).In addition, it 
has also been found that reluctance to apply is due to a lack of support 
and insufficient preparation for the role (Burke et al., 2022; DeMatthews et 
al., 2019). 
  
In responding to the issues presented above, the past two decades have 
witnessed a policy turn to make leadership more sustainable, alongside an 
agenda to enhance the quality through supports such as professional 
learning and mentoring (De Matthews et al., 2021; Stynes & McNamara, 
2019; Ummanel et al., 2016). A call by scholars and practitioners has 
flagged the need for school leaders to be provided with time and capacity 
to focus on practices required to improve teaching and learning (IPPN, 
2023; King et al., 2023). In addition, there has been a call for schools to be 
more autonomous through processes such as self-evaluation, coupled 
with distributed leadership, alongside efforts to make the role of school 
leadership more attractive (Stynes & McNamara, 2019). 
  
Despite the above attempts to improve school leadership on the island of 
Ireland, the challenges of retaining and recruiting school leaders still need 
to be addressed in both jurisdictions. While efforts have been made North 
and South to make schools more autonomous, evidenced in processes 
such as school self-evaluation and increased attention towards distributed 
leadership within policy, several reports continue to raise concerns about 
the sustainability of the school leader’s workload responsibilities 
(Fitzpatrick Associates Economic Consultants, 2018; Murphy, 2023; 
SCoTENS, 2008; Sugrue, 2015). In addition, the reports have also flagged 
that applications for the role of school leader remain significantly low, and 
the heavy workload and demands have been attributed as one of the 
critical factors. 
  
 

 
1 ‘School leader’ will be used when referring to the principal in the Republic of Ireland (RoI) 

and the headteacher in Northern Ireland (NI) 
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Rationale for research 
 
Given the documented challenges internationally, alongside challenges to 
date on the island of Ireland, this research examines how early-career 
school leaders are navigating the role. The voice of early-career school 
leaders has gained wider attention in recent years, given that it can be a 
daunting transition from teacher to school leader, particularly where the 
expectations of their role significantly alter. Within this new occupation, 
they are tasked with driving leadership within the school setting. Yet, little 
research in both jurisdictions has significantly unpacked early-career 
school leaders’ daily experiences navigating these roles and 
responsibilities (Murphy, 2023). Thus, our commissioned research delves 
directly into this. Our research is anchored further by exploring why they 
transitioned into the role, underpinned by a theoretical framework of 
occupational socialisation. Specifically, this framework draws on the 
research of Spillane and Lee (2014), which explores how early-career 
school leaders are socialised into their new roles.   
 
Context 
 
Routes into the role of the school leader are similar across both 
jurisdictions, i.e. a teaching qualification with a desirable (but not essential) 
postgraduate qualification in educational leadership. Teacher qualifications 
are similar in both jurisdictions, where candidates retain a concurrent (e.g. 
a Bachelor of Education) or a consecutive (postgraduate 
certificate/diploma) initial teacher education qualification. Since 2012, 
teacher education provision has been reformed in the Republic of Ireland, 
extending concurrent and consecutive ITE programmes, specifically a 4-
year Bachelor of Education and a 2-year Professional Master of 
Education. All participants in this research, however, graduated before 
2012. 
 
Research aims and objectives 
 
Arising from the backdrop and rationale for the research, this study sets 
out to undertake the following: 

- Investigate the experiences of early-career school leaders as they 
transition into their new role 

- Explore the factors that led them to take on this role 
- Proffer recommendations for teacher education provision across the 

continuum arising from the findings of this research  
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Literature Review 
  
The literature review for this research report is organised into two specific 
sections. The first section focuses on the transition from class teacher to 
school leader. The second section explores socialisation, given that the 
research examines how early-career school leaders navigate and make 
sense of their new role (Louis, 1980; Spillane & Lee, 2014). 
  
Transitioning from teacher to school leader 
  
Transitioning from the role of teacher, where the duties predominately 
centre around teaching children, to the role of the school leader, which 
contains a broad range of duties and responsibilities, often brings a shock 
factor (Spillane & Lee, 2014). Diverse and often competing roles, such as 
financial, human resource, and building management, alongside 
instructional and transformational leadership, result in certain aspects of 
the role taking priority over others (Spillane & Anderson, 2014). More so, 
the excessive work pace that is expected in carrying out such tasks, 
particularly those that require immediate attention or those that are heavily 
bureaucratic, are not fully realised until after the post has been taken up 
(Spillane & Lee, 2014; Stynes & McNamara, 2019). There is limited to no 
support within the school to assist the school leader in handling such role 
demands (Bush & Oduro, 2006). 
  
What appears to impact early-career school leaders in navigating their 
roles is their absence or lack of understanding of managerial tasks, which 
suggests that early-career school leaders are much more enthusiastic 
about instruction, teaching, and learning but are mostly consumed with the 
burden of paperwork that is not relevant to education and leadership 
(Salter et al., 2018). Insufficient knowledge of technical management 
processes results in newly appointed school leaders dedicating an 
inordinate amount of time to specific tasks at the expense of leading 
teaching and learning within the school (Osterman & Sullivan, 1996). 
Educational improvement approaches are side-lined by building 
management, finances, and other administrative tasks (Cowie & Crawford, 
2008). Such competing demands can lead to stress (Daresh & Male, 
2000). Furthermore, this administrative work must often be done in 
isolation, leading to loneliness and burnout (Stephenson & Bauer, 2010). 
  
In tandem with the multifaceted roles discussed above, the need for more 
professional learning to support novice school leaders in dealing with the 
multiple demands has also been flagged (Spillane & Anderson, 2014). 
Managing budget and building issues is often considered time-consuming 
due in part to requiring knowledge and understanding that novice school 
leaders might not possess (Stynes & McNamara, 2019). In addition, such 
work can also lead to frustration, given that issues such as site 
management and maintenance may be urgent. Since this remains central 
to the existing role, professional learning should be provided to deal with 
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such tasks (Spillane & Anderson, 2014). The second aspect of 
professional learning is translating policy and curricular developments 
within schools (Barron et al., 2023; Brennan & Gorman, 2023). This 
requires specific knowledge of teaching approaches or methodologies, 
alongside an expectation on school leaders to deliver professional learning 
to their staff in responding to such changes (Brennan & Gorman, 2023; 
King et al., 2023; Murphy, 2023; Spillane & Anderson, 2014). 
  
Alongside balancing management duties, there is also the task of leading 
others within the school environment. The nature of working with staff with 
different experiences, alongside issues that staff may raise or encounter, 
is central to the role. Newly appointed school leaders are also faced with 
the legacy of past school leaders and their influence on the school, e.g., 
their leadership style and relationships (Spillane & Lee, 2014; Sugrue, 
2015). In some cases, newly appointed school leaders may also be tasked 
with dealing with difficulties caused by the previous practice of the school 
leader (Cheung & Walker, 2006; Walker & Qian, 2006). School leaders are 
often faced with the challenges of dealing with demoralised staff or staff 
that may be reluctant to support them for many reasons, e.g. fall-out due 
to other personnel not being appointed to the role (Crow, 2006; Kelly & 
Saunders, 2010). This challenge is notably evident in the early stages of 
the transition role, given that school leaders need to build relationships 
with the staff.  Assistant principals/headteachers can play an essential part 
in how newly appointed school leaders transition into the role, as they 
have been working in the school prior and are familiar with the school 
culture, the staff, and the community (Crow, 2006). There is also an 
interpersonal and political dimension to the role of early-career school 
leaders (Crow & Weindling, 2010). There is a need to be familiar with the 
community in which the school is located and to be attuned to the 
community and parental preferences. Thus, early-career school leaders 
are also tasked to build relationships with diverse groups within the school.  
 
Socialisation 
  
Alongside the above tensions that emerge for early-career school leaders 
as they transition into this role, the socialisation process also merits 
attention. Socialisation relates to the process of learning in the role. 
Leadership identity is an emerging process that develops over time (Lord 
& Hall, 2005), and socialisation supports the process of such identity 
formation (Miscenko et al., 2017).  Forming a school leadership identity 
depends on experience, even if leadership development programmes are 
offered in advance of the role (Browne-Ferrigno, 2003). School leader 
identity is a shifting and dynamic that is shaped through experience: 
“Socialisation for the principalship starts before entry into the position and 
that it is not a linear process but rather an iterative one wherein one’s self-
assessment is constantly affirmed or disaffirmed by others throughout the 
different stages” (Moorosi & Grant, 2018, p. 646). The transition from 
teacher to school leader is complex, involving “considerable challenge and 
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dissonance”, requiring not only skill and knowledge (competence), but also 
“forming a professional identity comprised of a set of personal values 
consistent with professional norms and expectations for this role, and 
coming to see oneself as a leader (confidence)” (Brody et al., 2010, p. 
614).  
  
In examining the socialisation of school leaders, Brody et al. (2010) note 
that there are four stages which may or may not happen in succession: 
anticipatory socialisation, professional socialisation, organisational 
socialisation, and personal socialisation. According to Crow (2006), 
anticipatory socialisation begins at the start of the teaching career, where 
individuals project themselves into the role of school leader. Ribbins 
(2008) argues that anticipatory socialisation can occur even before entry 
into the teaching profession, where experiences such as family and 
schooling can create “deep-rooted norms and values by the action and 
interaction” that are brought to the role of the school leader, shaped by 
their apprenticeship of observation (Lortie, 1975). Professional 
socialisation involves acquiring the knowledge, skills, values, and attitudes 
to fulfil the role's duties. Such knowledge can be acquired through 
professional learning or preparation or by prior exposure to the role 
through experience, e.g. teacher leadership experience or middle 
leadership roles. Drawing on the work of Crow (2006), Moorosi and Grant 
(2018, p. 645) note:  

When it [professional socialisation] happens mainly through 
preparation programmes, professional socialisation tends to be 
inadequate, as it does not guarantee the degree to which 
leadership learning will be internalised and institutionalised, or the 
extent to which incumbents will actually be prepared for change 
oriented contexts.  

Organisational socialisation involves learning the ‘ropes’ of a particular role 
within a specific context, i.e. the learning is situated in a particular setting. 
Personal socialisation, which tends to overlap with the previous stages 
discussed (Moorosi & Grant, 2018), focusses on how individuals make 
“sense of their identity within the workplace” (Cottrell & James, 2016, p. 7), 
thus leading to a change of their self-identity (Crow, 2006). 
  
Spillane and Lee (2014) also present a framework that draws on 
socialisation through sense-making. Sense-making is triggered and 
influenced by “individual’s habits, past experiences, predispositions and 
purposes, and beliefs about what is and what ought to be in a particular 
situation—such as in an occupation and/or particular organization” 
(Spillane & Lee, 2014, p. 437). Expectations of school leaders in their new 
role and position may be shaped through their apprenticeship of 
observation (Lortie, 1975), their prior experience as an assistant 
principal/assistant headteacher, their formal preparation for the role, and 
their idealised vision of the role shaped by its portrayal in various media 
representations. Situations also influence sense-making: 
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Early-career principals might have their job expectations dashed, 
fall short of their own expectations for themselves in their new 
position, encounter for the first time unanticipated aspects of the 
job, or find that their assumptions from prior experience do not 
match their new occupational and/or organizational experience. 
(Spillane & Lee, 2014, p. 437) 

Situations that arise, particularly those that are unexpected, ambiguous, or 
uncertain, may result in a new or reconstructed understanding that shifts 
from prior experience and impacts their identity formation. As a result of 
these unanticipated events, their beliefs and conceptions may change. 
Additionally, stakeholders' expectations (e.g. pupils, teachers, and 
parents) may differ from those of the school leader, which may result in the 
school leader having to adapt or alter what changes they wish to make 
(Spillane & Anderson, 2014). 
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Research Design 
 
The focus of this exploratory research was on the experiences of early 
career school leaders as they transitioned into this role. A qualitative 
approach was adopted as the most appropriate means of generating data 
to gain in-depth accounts of their experience (Creswell, 2017, 2022). A 
purposive sample was employed in the data collection process involving 
10 school leaders, 6 of whom worked in the Republic of Ireland (RoI), 
while 4 worked in Northern Ireland (NI). All school leaders who engaged in 
the research were in the role for 5 years or less. Semi-structured open-
ended interviews formed the basis of the data for analysis. Within these 
semi-structured interviews, questions included experiences and influence 
that the participants had before their promotion to the school leader, their 
motivations to apply for the role of the school leader, and their day-to-day 
experiences of enacting the role. Interviews were audio-taped and 
transcribed. Transcripts were member-checked by each of the 
participants. None opted to make changes to the transcripts.  
  
We employed thematic analysis to analyse the qualitative data. This 
offered us a systematic approach to identifying, organising, and offering 
insights into patterns or themes across our semi-structured interview 
dataset (Braun & Clarke, 2021). Inductive coding was adopted as the 
predominant approach, where data were coded to capture the meaning 
within the data. Deductive analysis was also employed to ensure that the 
process of coding was relevant to the overarching research question and 
the theoretical constructs examined in the literature review, namely the 
process of socialisation and the tensions and challenges that have been 
documented in the international literature about transitioning into the role 
of the school leader. Coding combined semantic and latent approaches 
(Braun & Clarke, 2021), where the semantic approach produced a 
descriptive analysis of the data and the latent approach moved beyond 
description, identifying underlying or hidden meanings (Braun & Clarke, 
2021). The analysis followed six recursive phases. Phase one involved 
familiarisation with the data. Phase two began with initial coding, where we 
systematically worked through the data set and recorded succinct labels 
relevant to the research question. Phase three examined how the codes 
that shared similar features were combined to form potential themes. 
Phase four involved reviewing potential themes. Phase five presented the 
three key emergent themes. Careful examination was required to ensure 
that each theme was consistent with the data, the preceding analysis 
phases, and the research questions. Phase six involved the write-up of the 
themes, which will be presented in the forthcoming section.  
 
This research was conducted within the ethical guidelines of our higher 
education institutes.  Written consent for participation in the study was 
sought and granted by all participants, and the right to withdraw at any 
stage during the data collection phase was clearly expressed. Participants 
did not provide feedback on the data analysis. Pseudonyms have been 
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used in the thematic analysis to protect the identity of the participants. 
Throughout the data analysis process, we sought to ensure the data's 
trustworthiness and reduce the risk of researcher projection. Examples 
included revising the transcripts individually, coding the transcripts 
separately with an agreed coding frame, cross-checking the application of 
the coding frame and discussing the analysis to achieve inter-researcher 
agreement.  
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Findings 
  
Motivations for applying for the role of school leader 
  
There was a myriad of reasons as to why participants were motivated to 
apply for the role. Within the RoI, certain participants discussed that 
appointment to the role of principal was regarded as the only option for 
promotion in most cases due in part to the curtailment of middle leadership 
positions arising from the economic downturn. While restoration of such 
posts of responsibility has occurred in recent years, many principals 
sought to apply directly for the principal post, given that it was their only 
promotion option. For example, Stephen (RoI) discussed: “It’s important to 
note there was the moratorium on posts. So, there were no opportunities 
for any sort of promotion except for a principalship. So, it came up. I said, 
‘Look, I’ll try it; it will be a good experience to go through the interview and 
do all of that and the application’”. Niamh (RoI) also remarked that her sole 
motivation was to “climb the ladder”, explaining that: 

In my old school, I was so down the list in terms of getting a post. I 
came to teaching late, having worked in the private sector for years. 
I did my PGCE in England, and I decided to stay as I was settled, 
and within two years, I had a leadership post. On coming home to 
Ireland, I got a job in a school and realised that I was so down the 
list in terms of getting a post [middle/senior leadership position]. I 
wanted to progress, so that was the primary motivator for me. 

Kevin (RoI) discussed that his sole purpose in applying was to get a “paid 
promotion”, given that there were no other “opportunities” in teaching. He 
felt “happy as a teacher”, but “I wanted to buy a house, and my partner is 
also a teacher, and we needed to”. On probing his comment on being 
“happy as a teacher”, he discussed: 

I was kind of sad to leave the classroom. I knew this would be a 
whole new role; new things would be expected, and I knew that the 
role was a bit of a nightmare, as you spend most of the day dealing 
with issues like budgets and policies. But what do you do? I 
suppose you have to take that leap. 

  
Other participants discussed that their primary motivation for applying for 
the role was because they had held leadership positions in the school. 
Ross (RoI) described it as a somewhat “natural trajectory” and remarked 
jokingly that his colleagues used to call him “the principal in waiting”. 
Providing more context, he explained, “The deputy principal had no 
interest, he was close to retirement, and was very happy in his role … 
there was no real appetite by others in the school to take it on. We have a 
lot of young teachers, who I am sure will go down the route, but at the 
time, they wouldn’t have been ready”. He also discussed that the school 
was reluctant to “take in an outsider [externally recruited principal]” 
explaining that “the stakes are too high, this is a very middle-class area, 
parents are demanding so I think the Chair of the Board [Board of 
Management] wanted to look at people in the inside”. Bernie (RoI) 
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remarked that her motivation for the role was out of “duty”, where she felt 
that she had to give back to the school.  

The school had an awful lot of change in recent years. We are a 
small school and have had principals who will do a few years and 
then move on. I understand why. But it was messy, and as deputy 
principal, I spent time picking up the pieces and the school needed 
somebody who would be there for the long run. Given I have spent 
years in the school and doing nowhere, I felt it a duty to step up and 
take it on. 

Caoimhe (RoI), who had been a deputy principal before taking on the role, 
had similar motivations. She recalled: 

I remember sitting here one day [staffroom], and I asked a close 
colleague what I would do. And he said, well, it’s like this now: if you 
don’t apply for it, are you going to be in a position that you’re going 
to pick it up again from someone else? Because, at that time, it took 
me twelve months to bring it back to where it had been. That’s what 
it took. A lot of hard work, a lot of grief and a lot of hassle. So, he 
said, are you prepared for that again for someone to come in and 
then in six months’ time, you’re asked to pick it up again when 
you’ve no choice as deputy principal? 

  
The participants in NI shared similar motivations to those in the RoI, but 
those interviewed had previous leadership roles in their schools. Robert 
(NI), a post-primary head-teacher, explained that his motivation had come 
from prior experience and a belief that he would be willing to lead the 
school: “I've been involved in leadership in sports, right. In my career. I've 
led a department; I've led a pastoral team, and I have promised myself 
that I'm not going to change my philosophy”. Callum (NI), a primary school 
head-teacher, commented that there was “always a great leadership 
culture in this school”, and I think “working as a department head led you 
to feel I am ready to take the baton. And then one day, the former boss 
called a meeting with department heads and said he just told the 
governors [school management body] that he was retiring. He then said, 
all of you in this room should go for it because each of you will all bring 
something, and that just inspired me”. Rebecca (NI), a primary school 
head-teacher, also discussed that it was the “next step” to progress to the 
role, given that she had spent time as a “middle leader” and had 
undertaken relevant professional learning for the role: “I had done a 
programme called STEPS, which is for middle leaders, and from doing it, I 
really got an interest in being a school leader, so when the opportunity 
arose for a more senior leader role, I took it”. In addition to this, she 
flagged: “my prior experience of doing a school improvement programme 
motivated me to apply as I feel that I motivated others and I felt that’s 
important for leadership”.  
  
When asked about other motivations, Callum (NI) remarked that the pay 
and conditions for teachers and headteachers are “a big problem” and 
“until things improve with the DENI [Department of Education Northern 
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Ireland] and Stormont [the colloquial term for the Northern Ireland 
Executive], I cannot see it going away”. He also explained that “schools 
are so underfunded, probably the worst in the UK and Ireland”, and “we 
have chronic underfunding and staffing issues due to this”. He remarked: 
“It is not about the pay; you wouldn’t get up in the morning if it were just 
about it. It is just so depressing, and it is something that we need to 
continue to fight for not just to make teaching more attractive, but to make 
more funding go to schools because it is not happening”. Rebecca (NI) 
shared a similar perspective: “In terms of doing it for extra money, no, 
definitely not. The pay here is terrible, and at times, it does get me down. 
But then, I suppose we are not on our own. The hospitals, they’re so 
underfunded too. But I think it [teaching] is a vocation, but not everyone 
sees it, and that’s why people are not staying in the job”. 
  
Transitioning from teacher to school leader: a reality shock 
  
All participants in the research flagged that while they had an idea of what 
the role of the school leader entailed, they were taken by the volume of 
workload and administration associated with the role. 

It was extremely challenging. It was very, very difficult. I went into it 
with kind of rose-tinted glasses, you know, thinking it would be 
about leading, teaching and learning and spending all my time 
looking at wonderful programmes. And I’d say look lads we’re going 
to do this, let’s bring this, our school needs this and this is a lovely 
programme and we’re going to do this. And then, yeah, reality hits 
fairly quickly. (Stephen, RoI) 

When asked to explain the “reality” of the role, Stephen (RoI) discussed 
how he had the vision to bring in new innovative changes and set up a 
professional network in the school with the core objective of improving 
teaching and learning.  Yet, he discussed how, within the first week, the 
majority of this time had been “phoning around and looking for subs 
[substitute teachers]” or “spending time dealing with an architect to get a 
new special class off the ground”.  Sarah (RoI) shared a similar 
experience: “Where do I begin? I remember ringing my husband on the 
first week, I think it was the Friday, and said what have I done? This is a 
mistake; it is just completely different, paperwork, everything; I was 
actually nearly in tears”. She explained further, “I really was at sea on 
everything, and there was nobody to really go to. Actually, instead people 
were coming to you … every Friday I was like phew, and every Sunday I 
was honestly sick going to bed as I did not know what the week would 
bring”. In relation to uncertainty, she described that she would “get our 
head around something” and then “something new would come out of the 
blue”.  Ross (RoI) felt that he actually had a “honeymoon period” on first 
taking up the role, describing how it was a “new role, a new challenge, and 
not to sound superficial or stuck up, but a new office”. However, he 
remarked that the “honeymoon” was short lived, and his priority was 
around asserting himself in this role and “strike the tone that I had new 
responsibilities and that I would have to be careful what I say”. He felt that 
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this was the biggest challenge for him, as it meant he had to “say goodbye 
to the teacher Ross, and say hello to the principal Ross, and that was hard 
as it did change the friendships, I had with some of the staff”. Hugo (NI) 
described similar challenges, flagging the “high volume of meetings, not 
just with governors, but parents, reps, and then all the paperwork”. Callum 
(NI) felt that his “former headteacher” was an excellent support in how 
transitioned into the role: 

Basically, he talked me through everything, and every chance I got, 
I got to shadow him, and used to talk me through a system he had 
in dealing with things like what was urgent, priority and non-priority. 
Most important thing he said was ‘Rome wasn’t built in a day and 
being a head-teacher, you always need to think like that’. And so, 
when I went into the role, I had a good idea of what was urgent and 
not urgent. If I didn’t have him, I am not sure how I would have felt, 
to be honest. 

Joseph (NI) remarked that it wasn’t the paperwork burden that was 
challenging but dealing with staff turnover and school changes while 
settling into the role. He recalled how, in the first few weeks, he found 
himself “walking a line between keeping trust and destroying it”, and he felt 
that interviews for middle leadership positions, as “secretary [of the 
interview board]”, the challenge of interviewing internal candidates, his 
former colleagues, for the role. He spoke of the “emotional toll” of having 
to inform his colleagues who were unsuccessful in the application, and “no 
course, no mentoring, will prepare you for that”. 
  
Caoimhe (RoI) remarked that her transition was a positive experience. It is 
important to acknowledge that she previously stated that the school had 
witnessed a high level of principal-teacher turnover, and “the first day, I 
knew it was time to get the ball rolling”. She commented that she had 
consulted with her staff about applying for the role, and they strongly 
encouraged her. She felt that “this really helped me because I think 
although things had been so bad, it worked out well in the end. There was 
no bickering or argy-bargy, and I said to the staff, ‘Look, I might need a 
hand in the first few months, and we worked together as a staff, rather 
than me as the principal’”. Kevin (RoI) discussed how his transition had 
been less daunting than he thought it would be: “I suppose I had friends, 
and they were telling me it is just so different. The paperwork, dealing with 
the Department [of Education], it was just endless. I also had no 
management experience so there was a bit of a dent in my confidence. 
But I found it to be ok. I think I was lucky that the school was in good 
shape”. He explained how the school had only opened a new building and 
had excellent facilities and that the “school was in a good place and so the 
pressure that many other principals have, around things like this, didn’t 
come up for me when I started”. 
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The duality of roles: managers versus leaders 
  
Within the interviews, all participants discussed their leadership vision, and 
there was a very close alignment across all participants in both 
jurisdictions. These visions were very much centred around building “a 
positive school” (Caoimhe, RoI), an “inclusive school where all are equal” 
(Stephen, RoI), a school where “inclusivity, well-being and opportunities 
for all is our core business” (Rebecca, NI), for “pupils to succeed and set 
them up be lifelong learners” (Callum, NI). In unpacking Callum’s vision 
further, he discussed how his vision had not changed from taking up the 
role, explaining that “my vision is my belief system and no, I don’t think 
that can change … no matter what you are doing, no matter what kind of 
day you have, no matter if cuts come and keep coming, your vision is 
above it and in fact I think that’s the secret weapon that keeps you going”. 
Stephen (RoI) shared a different viewpoint. “I do worry my vision will 
change. Is it achievable? Is that ever going to happen? I keep fighting for 
inclusion; it is my background, and I have studied it, but there are days in 
the office here, and you are trying to fight for resources, and it feels like 
you are hitting a brick wall”. He explained how at principal meetings and 
national conferences he speaks with principals who “are just burnt out, 
they are cynical and just have lost interest and just throw their eyes up to 
Heaven and as I am talking to you here, I wonder did they have a vision 
and overtime that was just chipped away and now they just run the 
school”. Bernie (RoI) critiqued the question about vision: 

I don’t like that question about what’s your vision and it is asked on 
every interview board. No one person should have a vision in a 
school. The vision should be shared by all staff and ok, you might 
say, you are the leader, but what is the ethos, the values of the 
school, the professional code, that should all inform the vision, and 
the leader should simply say, that is where my vision comes from. 

For many participants in this research, much of the discussion of their role 
beyond the vision for leadership was very much centred around 
management responsibilities. For example, Kevin (RoI) discussed that 
management was at the core of his day-to-day duties. He explained that 
the “principal” is tasked with leading teaching and learning, but “teaching 
and learning is so down my list, the only chance really to talk about actual 
teaching and learning is during Croke Park hours (mandated additional 
time for whole school teacher planning and CPD in the RoI)”. He explained 
that most of his time is spent “managing the school affairs”, which he feels 
“cannot be ignored”. Furthermore, he raised the question: 

I don’t know now but management is kind of seen as a dirty word, 
but it has to be done, and I think that is the problem of our system 
here in [the Republic of] Ireland where principals have to lead 
teaching and learning and manage the school. Why not have a 
district or area manager who looks after things like budgets and 
maintenance, and then the principal whose work is to lead teaching 
and learning? 
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He also felt that “it could actually prove a problem for the Department [of 
Education] as many principals might opt for the manager role; I definitely 
would, as I actually like that part of the job”. 
  
Other participants, such as Niamh (RoI), had opposing viewpoints to Kevin 
(RoI). Niamh (RoI) explained that “leading teaching and learning has to be 
number one, and it is to my detriment at times because I have to stay back 
late in the evening to do the paperwork”, but she explained that “I want to 
know what is going on in my schools. I feel coming from the UK; I was in a 
school where I only met the principal a handful of times as it was a big 
school in west London. I don’t want to be that principal”. She also reflected 
on an evaluation visit from a member of the inspectorate (a division of the 
Department of Education in the RoI that is responsible for the evaluation of 
primary and post-primary schools): 

My inspector came in my second year and made suggestions about 
early-year literacy. She [the inspector] was excellent but the 
questions she asked me, there is no way I could have answered 
half of them if I wasn’t constantly talking to my staff and going into 
the classrooms. And it was helpful because I knew where the 
inspector was coming from, and I was able to then discuss it with 
the teachers in what we needed to look at. 

Ross (RoI) believed his postgraduate studies in educational leadership 
have equipped him to focus more on leadership than management. He 
maintained that people often struggle to differentiate between leadership 
and management. He reflected on his dissertation that illustrated this: “I 
did focus group interviews with principals, and you could see how that 
tension between management and leadership was there”. He felt that the 
theoretical concepts of educational leadership and approaches in his 
postgraduate studies had equipped him to look beyond the “mundane 
administration” and to see his role as leading an organisation: “Every day I 
am thinking about Spillane [educational scholar] and distributed 
leadership, or thinking about instructional leadership, and asking myself ok 
how I am doing this and what way I am working”. He explained further that 
was due to his postgraduate studies in leadership and argued that all 
principals should be required to have a masters level degree in leadership: 
“I think it is so important; it makes you as a leader, and I really feel that 
people that only have their undergrad or I suppose their initial teacher ed 
degree will be at a loss in this role”. Joseph (NI) reflected on his previous 
experience: 

You know, there's a big difference between leadership and 
management. And I've worked under some very good managers 
but not terribly good leaders. And therefore, as a leader, I always 
set out to challenge my staff to encourage them to try new things, 
and you know, I hope they see me as a leader. 

Rebecca (NI) also shared a similar viewpoint to Joseph, where she 
discusses how her “school governors” are great support around 
management issues such as budgets. It allows her to then engage with 
her teachers in a more meaningful way: “As a staff, we try to keep the 
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focus on what are the best outcomes we can get for the children, and my 
governors allow me to do this because I can plan with my staff and we 
think about our reading programme”.  
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Discussion 
 
The findings from this research suggest that the vast duties of the role, its 
unpredictability, and the absence of preparation for the role are 
problematic for early-career school leaders. Beginning with the latter, 
preparation for the role is challenging in both jurisdictions. There is an 
acknowledgement that support services such as those offered by the 
Centre for School Leadership, now under the auspice of Oide in the RoI, 
and the STEPS into Leadership Programme, delivered by the Education 
Authority in NI, offer such transition support. That said, succession 
planning, or lack thereof, is a key issue at the school level. Some 
participants in both jurisdictions commented on the positive impact that 
succession planning had in preparing them for the role. However, even in 
these positive accounts, there was a variance of approaches discussed, 
such as prior shadowing, advice given at meetings, or familiarity with 
middle leadership experience. While programmes such as those 
highlighted above are important, this study flags the need for onsite 
handover as part of the process. This recommendation would be 
particularly important for those new to the school with limited insight or 
knowledge, as the research flagged that the burden was somewhat eased 
for those internally promoted to the role. That said, inside promotion also 
presents issues, and support may be required to transition from peer to 
leader. Thus, the burden of transition might be eased by providing 
appropriate time for the prospective school leader to prepare for this role. 
Alternative approaches may be considered, such as formal handovers, 
shadowing and preparatory courses around leading people. 
  
This research flags a more significant issue at play, one that is beyond role 
transitioning. That is the role of the school leader as one that carries 
multiple but competing responsibilities. The research highlights an ongoing 
tension between management responsibilities and leading teaching and 
learning. This is an issue that policymakers in both jurisdictions need to 
consider. In setting the backdrop for this report, the role of the school 
leader has been seen as pivotal in the broader school improvement 
agenda, which is evident in policies in the RoI and NI. The school leader is 
held to account for student performance, which is further evident in 
inspection reports and publication of league tables. In this research, 
participants spoke about invisible work, including infrastructural, fiscal and 
human resource management. While certain participants in this study 
spoke about keeping teaching and learning as a priority (despite certain 
participants carrying the administration workload into the late evening), 
one participant explicitly flagged that the management duties were his 
preference, and teaching and learning were well down the list. It is 
important to carefully reflect on this as it illustrates how the responsibilities 
are so broad that certain tasks may be more attractive than others. A 
recommendation offered by a participant within the findings around 
splitting the role might be considered. Indeed, a participant in NI spoke 
about the value of her governors attending to the administrative task and 
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allowing her time to engage with teaching and learning in her school. 
Policymakers should also consider how policies are constructed and 
interpreted (Ball et al., 2011). Where principals/headteachers are solely 
named, this places a unique spotlight on them to carry out duties. Where 
more responsibility is placed on leadership teams, this may spread 
responsibility and ease the burden that sits on a solo member. Both 
jurisdictions have structures that allow for distributed leadership through 
initiatives such as subject and year headships and assistant principals. 
This has responded to the call in the past two decades for more 
sustainable leadership in light of issues of attrition and retention. However, 
recruitment levels for school leaders still need to be improved. The 
participants in this research have openly expressed the challenges they 
are burdened with despite having middle leaders in place. Thus, this 
finding echoes the research of Bush (2011) and Spillane and Lee (2014) 
with a call for new leadership models, such as co-headships, executive 
headships, and administrative roles. 
  
Finally, teacher education also can play a pivotal role in supporting the 
transition from teacher to school leader. This should be considered across 
the continuum, including pre-service, induction and continuous 
professional learning. Significant research has been undertaken in both 
jurisdictions around teacher leadership at the pre-service level. Our 
research strongly endorses the findings and recommendations of prior 
commissioned SCoTENS research (King et al., 2020).  Preservice teacher 
education in both jurisdictions also strongly emphasises school-based 
learning experiences (Gorman & Furlong, 2023; Gorman & Hall, 2023; 
Kerins et al., 2016). As part of this experience, pre-service teachers could 
be encouraged to work alongside a school leader over a sustained period. 
Opportunities for research into leadership activity could also be facilitated 
at the pre-service level (Hall et al., 2019). At induction level, opportunities 
for mentoring beyond the classroom could be considered (King & Holland, 
2022). Mentoring for prospective leadership roles could also be facilitated 
as part of the process. Finally, opportunities for a suite of programmes 
could be made available to prospective leaders. It is acknowledged that 
some existing courses are fully or partially funded. Considerations could 
be given to offering further incentives, particularly to programmes that 
allow for long-term research into leadership practices, e.g. master and 
(professional) doctorate programmes. Regarding non-certified professional 
learning, development and support programmes should be offered 
regularly to school leaders, and they should be afforded time to engage in 
PL (King et al., 2023). PL should be focussed on a range of topics, 
including effective leadership, emotional dimensions of the work, well-
being for principals/head teachers, and stress management (Burke et al., 
2022). Such PL could allow early-career school leaders to target areas 
that would support them. While the research acknowledges that such 
programmes may be in situ, more time for PL engagement is necessary 
(King et al., 2023).  
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Conclusion 
 
Three overarching research objectives guided this project: exploring the 
factors that led them to take on this role, investigating what opportunities 
and challenges are presented to them as they experience their day-to-day 
role, and proffering recommendations for teacher education provision 
across the continuum arising from the findings of this research. Overall, 
this report provides in-depth insights into the experiences of how early-
career principal teachers have transitioned into the role. The study 
highlights that they have been presented with numerous challenges. For 
some, their prior middle leadership experience and observation supported 
them to an extent, but there was an overwhelming sense-making process 
as they met these new roles and responsibilities (Spillane & Lee, 2014). 
For many, the sole motivation to apply for the role was to “climb the 
ladder” to avail of better remuneration and career opportunities. While this 
finding may relate to a range of jurisdictions, we argue that more 
immersion in leadership learning across the continuum of teacher 
education might further inspire prospective leaders to work in this role. 
Therefore, alongside extrinsic factors such as pay and career progression, 
there may also be intrinsic motivation arising through immersion in 
leadership learning (King et al., 2020). 
  
While this has been small-scale qualitative research involving ten 
participants across the island of Ireland, the research findings reflect and 
corroborate a vast body of national and international research that has 
unpacked the role transition from teacher to school leader and issues of 
the workload burden that is associated with this role  (IPPN, 2022; Murphy, 
2023; Spillane & Anderson, 2014; Spillane & Lee, 2014; Stynes & 
McNamara, 2019; Sugrue, 2015). Therefore, this research contributes to 
existing literature on sustainable leadership, particularly for those in the 
early-career phase. This report was commissioned by the Standing 
Conference for Teacher Education North and South (SCoTENS), and we 
conclude with a call for further research and dialogue around leadership 
within teacher education across this island.  
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