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ReEd (Research in Education) is a research bulletin aimed at 
sharing our research contributions with the global community.  
this is an initiative of the office of Education research at the 
National institute of Education (NiE), Singapore.

For enquiries, email chunpeng.tam@nie.edu.sg

In educatIon, the study of leadership has only 
recently gained much interest. It is motivated by the 
desire to gain a more nuanced appreciation of the 
anatomy of leadership in regard to its potentially 
wide array of patterns, applications and functions. 
Understandably, its attraction in education lies in 
its potential to bring about school improvement, 
especially in the changing educational landscape 
Singapore finds itself in. 

Much research in this area has been conducted at 
NIE and has provided the impetus for this issue of 
ReEd. The empirical research projects featured in 
this issue focus on leadership as perceived by  
school leaders, educators and school practitioners.

Based on his research conducted on principals,  
Ng Pak Tee urges us to realize the increasingly 
important roles school leaders have in addressing 
the needs of many key school stakeholders. He 
shares how leaders need to balance the increasing 
complexities in these “uncertain times”.

Next, a team of researchers looks at different 
aspects of the leadership in Singapore schools. Along 
with Hairon Salleh, Ng Pak Tee, David Ng, Catherine 
Chua, Benjamin Wong, William Choy, Vicente Reyes, 
and myself, as well as many other collaborators from 
the Policy and Leadership Studies Academic Group, 
we explore the many facets of leadership, both at the 
organizational and the personal levels. 

In the project on professional learning communities, 
Hairon discuss their importance in teacher 

development. This is, however, only the first part 
of the challenge. Ultimately, through teacher 
development, it is the aim of every educator to impact 
and improve student learning. 

The project by David Ng on instructional leadership 
found that there is a knowledge gap on how the 
practices of effective school leaders in Singapore 
impact school success. It is, thus, paramount to 
address these issues. David’s study is part of a 
regional team involving academics from several 
East Asian countries to look at effective leadership. 

Finally, researchers investigate critical but often 
unseen factors of school effectiveness. Hairon and I 
speak more about how middle-level managers play 
a crucial role in contributing to the daily, smooth 
operations of a school by bridging teachers and 
principals. William Choy shares on the influence 
of school culture and how leaders can put in place 
strategies to ensure a harmonious organization. 

This issue ends off with an Afterword that posits how 
leadership must be contextualized to the Singapore 
milieu, as many of these projects also suggest. It is 
important for us to understand that contemporary 
leadership theories may be culture-bound. As such, 
what may be effective in Western contexts may not 
be so in non-Western contexts such as Singapore. At 
best, perhaps a hybrid model may be suitable, and 
leaders must display contextual intelligence in leading 
an organization to success.

Edi
tor
ial

Assoc Professor Jonathan Goh  
Assoc Dean, Research Support, 
Office of Education Research
National Institute of Education
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Re Leadership Matters
PROJECT TEAM

Principal Investigator Ng Pak Tee, National Institute of Education, Singapore
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As a CEO of a school, a principal must strategically 
and systematically address internal and external 
needs. But the principal needs to keep in mind that 
change is ultimately for the sake of the children. 
He calls it the “teacher’s heartbeat”.

“It’s not just the technical aspect,” explains Pak Tee. 
“School leaders must refl ect so that they are not lost 
in a sea of change without purpose or direction.”

When it comes to educational reforms, school 
leaders need to be responsive and refl ective. 

Although there are many initiatives in schools, 
certain fundamentals must never change. “Don’t 
change just for its sake,” he says. “Change must 
be purposeful and meaningful.”

Building Down  While balancing all these diffi cult 
decisions, school leaders must also be mindful of 
building strong foundations.

“While we wish to take education to greater 
heights, we must also remember to make sure our 
foundations are fi rm,” Pak Tee reminds us. “Build 
down, so that we may continue to build up.”

Some of these foundations include a sound values 
system, staff professional development, good 
working relationships with teachers, and a strong 
school culture. Strengthening these foundations 
allows a school to build upwards with confi dence.

The fruit of these efforts may not be immediately 
visible, but good school leaders know they are 
building for the future.

aS ouR education system moves towards 
greater teacher autonomy and student-centred 
classrooms, how important are school leaders?

“More important than ever!” says Associate 
Professor Ng Pak Tee. As Head of NIE’s Policy 
and Leadership Studies Academic Group, he 
trains many of them as part of NIE’s Leaders in 
Education Programme.

De� ning Leadership  So, what makes a good 
leader? Pak Tee differentiates between leadership 
and management. Leadership is “moving the ship 
forward” while management is “keeping it afl oat”. 

Leadership is about energizing or infl uencing 
people. It is more complex and challenging. 

In a good leader, both leadership and management 
must be balanced.

One of the biggest challenge for school leaders 
today is to handle complexity, says Pak Tee. 
“Leadership today is a much more demanding 
task because we live in times of uncertainty.” 

Complexity pervades every part of the dynamic 
school environment. The decisions that 
school leaders have to make are no longer so 
straightforward.

Pak Tee has noticed that school leaders in 
Singapore face a unique and rather paradoxical 
situation. 

Paradoxes of Leadership  School leaders play a 
critical role not only in leading but in transforming 
schools. This is all the more important in a climate 
of constant change.

Every day, they have to balance between 
professionalism and bureaucracy, accountability 
to the stakeholders and their own sense of 
responsibility in a system that is both centralized 
and decentralized. 

But perhaps the most delicate balance to achieve 
is between that of being a leader and a teacher.

“A good principal must have the skills of a CEO 
but the heart of a teacher,” says Pak Tee. 

Pak Tee is helping school leaders in this “sea of change”.
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PROJECT TEAM

Principal Investigator Jonathan Goh, National Institute of Education, Singapore
Co-Principal Investigators Hairon Salleh, Ng Pak Tee, David Ng, Benjamin Wong, Catherine Chua, 

Vicente Reyes Jr., William Choy, National Institute of Education, Singapore
Collaborators Jude Chua, Antonia Teng, Zoe Boon, Intan Mokhtar, Shaljan Areepattamannil,  

National Institute of Education, Singapore
Researchers Tan Cheng Yong, Maria Ramos, Janey Ng, Jocelin Lam, Hershey Regaya, 

Angelia Lu, Esther Chan, National Institute of Education, Singapore
 

Leadership in 
Singapore Schools

WHen We mention “school leadership”, the fi rst 
thing that come to mind is the “school principal”.

In reality, leadership is not confi ned to just a role 
or a position, says Assistant Professor Hairon 
Salleh from NIE’s Policy and Leadership Studies 
Academic Group.

“It’s also a continual interaction between one 
individual with another.”

Domino Effect  “Leadership is very crucial in 
setting the tone and the environment, for learning 
and development,” says Associate Professor 
Jonathan Goh, who is Associate Dean of the 
Offi ce of Education Research of NIE. 

“The ultimate aim is to make sure students learn.” 

To this end, school leadership should foster a 
conducive environment and provide the support 
structures for teachers to grow. 

“I see it as a domino effect: from good leadership 
to good teaching, which leads to good learning 
experience from students.”

Together with the intial team 
members (Clive Dimmock, 
Lee Ong Kim and Hairon 
Salleh), Jonathan conducted 
the fi rst system-wide study 
of school leadership in 
Singapore. Their team 
collected data from a 
large sample of heads of 
department (HODs) and 
school principals. From there, 
they derived a much clearer 
picture of how leadership 
plays out in Singapore schools 
and the different aspects in 
schools (see Figure 1).

Distributed Leadership  
Although much has been 
written about school 
leadership, the research 
literature is mostly based in 

the Western context. Notions such as capacity 
building and empowerment are very popular. 

In Asia, people like to think of leadership in terms 
of positions within a hierarchy. But to Hairon, 
leadership is about interaction and infl uence. 

“It’s a relationship between the superior and the 
subordinate, and the degree of leadership is very 
much determined by how much this person can 
infl uence the other person, and who is infl uencing 
whom,” he elaborates. 

Jonathan and Hairon are especially interested in 
“distributed leadership” because at the heart of 
this form of leadership is educational reform. The 
three facets they’re studying are: empowerment, 
interactive relations for shared decisions, and 
development of leadership. 

Enabling Empowerment  The notion of 
empowerment is very popular, but loosely defi ned, 
in the Western research literature. When applied in 
Singapore’s context, the duo caution that it has to 
be exercised with some caveats in mind. 
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Figure 1. Overview of key aspects of school leadership. 
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The Ministry of Education has been implementing 
school-based curriculum innovations, which is 
closely tied to the “Teach Less, Learn More” 
initiative. Under this initiative, schools are 
encouraged to independently develop their own 
curriculum and niches. 

But for such bottom–up initiatives to work, 
autonomy has to be given to teachers. They 
have to be “empowered” to participate in 
decision-making. 

Talking with the teachers and HODs, Jonathan 
and Hairon found that they have a threshold 
when it comes to empowerment. 

“Culture plays a part in how you see yourself in 
relation to signifi cant others,” explains Jonathan. 
In Asia, people tend to link decision-making to 
hierarchical positions and roles.

If tasked to take on a role or initiative that teachers 
feel is “inappropriate” or involves a higher level 
decision-making, they may feel uneasy and do 
badly as a result, even if they are competent 
individuals.

In other words, if teachers are made to go beyond 
their threshold, empowerment may turn into 
disempowerment. This is something that’s not 
often mentioned in the Western literature. 

So while empowering teachers and HODs is 
crucial to distributed leadership, it has to be done 
while taking into account their current positions, 
past experiences and the context they’re in. 

Shared Decision-making  In distributed 
leadership, shared decisions are often made. How 

teachers, HODs and principals interact to make 
decisions together is a key component that the 
team studied. 

This shared decision-making needs the interacting 
individuals to reach a point of agreement. 

“Here, I’m acting in relation to the signifi cant other, 
and you fi nd that such didactic interactions are 
more complex. It’s the congruence between the 
performances of two individuals.”  

When asked about how their leaders interacted 
with them, teachers and HODs reported that their 
principals are nurturing in terms of helping them to 
develop their leadership capacity. 

At the same time, Singapore’s principals also 
have to be pragmatic and are driven by strategic 
purposes when interacting with their staff. 

However, the demographics of teachers are 
changing. They are getting more and more highly 
educated and sophisticated, and are likely to ask 
more questions. Many of them need to feel a 
sense of purpose in what they do, and they want to 
be challenged so that they can grow professionally.

“They don’t want to be under-utilized. They want to 
fi nd meaning in their job,” says Jonathan.

Leaders have to change their game, stresses 
Hairon. “Leadership becomes even more important 
now. You have to engage more with the people 
you’re working with.” 

Leadership helps shape the school culture 
that these teachers work in, and ultimately, the 
educational experience of our students. 

Ed

The research team behind the large-scale research project led by Jonathan (2nd from right). 
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He has shortlisted 30 high-ranking Singapore 
schools and will interview the principals to 
understanding their leadership practices in line 
with these components.

He hopes to identify the common trends or practices 
of effective principals. He will then narrow down to 
just fi ve principals whom will be “shadowed” over a 
period of 2 weeks.

“This is to fi nd out their thinking processes as well 
as the behaviour of these principals in their daily 
work,” he shares, “and the way they affect the 
learning environment of the school.”

Asian Leaders  David hopes the knowledge base 
he creates will provide unique fi ndings based in a 
local context.

“Whether we like it or not, many of these 
leadership theories—instructional leadership 
included—are written and applied in the West,” 
David stresses. “But I am sure we have been 
infl uenced by our own culture in the way we 
practise leadership.”

He intends to compare his fi ndings to those from 
six other East Asian countries—Hong Kong, China, 
Vietnam, Taiwan, Malaysia and Thailand—as part 
of a regional project. 

Such a comparison allows us to take a step 
forward, in understanding local practices, he says. 
He wishes to use the comparison to impact new 
policies that will affect teaching, learning and 
principalship in a positive way.

Due to the cultural differences between the West 
and East Asia, he believes his research fi ndings 
will provide a nuanced variant of instructional 
leadership, one that is distinct to Singaporeans.

And David is well on his way to seeking and 
sharing his newfound knowledge.
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a conducIVe learning environment, positive 
school culture, and high student achievements—
these are some indications of a successful school. 
And it all starts with the principal.

Intrigued by the role a school principal plays, 
Associate Professor David Ng set out to study a 
particular leadership practice in school, known as 
instructional leadership.

Filling the Gap  Singapore is known for its 
high-performing school system, and international 
research often praises the high standards of our 
teachers and the support provided by the Ministry 
of Education. 

However, David thinks those are not the only 
factors contributing to Singapore’s education 
success. He believes principals contribute a 
signifi cant part to that achievement. 

But when he looked for evidence to support this, 
he realized there was a knowledge gap in the 
practice of instructional leadership in Singapore. 
Alarmed, he decided to study it closely.

“This is important because having the knowledge 
base will allow us to look further ahead in the 
practice of instructional leadership,” David says.

He hopes to build an important knowledge base 
that shows how local principals are directly related 
to this success. This will then allow him and other 
researchers to better understand the role principals 
play in ensuring whole-school effectiveness.

Impactful Leadership  “Instructional leadership 
is about school effectiveness as impacted by the 
school leader—the principal,” David notes. 

Contributing to school effectiveness are four 
factors that principals put in place: a strong 
and clear school vision, a conducive learning 
environment, a coherent teaching and instructional 
framework, and the continual professional 
development of teachers.

“So we are talking about a principal that has the 
ability to put these four components in a coherent 
manner in a school that will lead towards positive 
outcomes in student learning,” David explains.

Instructional Leadership
in East Asia

PROJECT TEAM

Principal Investigator David Ng, National Institute of Education, Singapore
Co-Principal Investigators William Choy, Benjamin Wong, National Institute of Education, Singapore
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David is excited to fi ll the knowledge gap in 
instructional leadership in Singapore.
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It IS said that the quality of our schools can only 
be as good as the quality of our teachers. Because 
of that, the professional growth of teachers is 
paramount.

One of the best ways for teachers to grow is to 
share and learn from one another. To nurture 
this collaborative culture, Singapore’s Ministry of 
Education (MOE) encouraged schools to form 
professional learning communities (PLCs) in 2009. 

PLCs are popular with teachers and schools in 
other countries as well, and many researchers have 
documented and studied them. 

But what’s been told is only “half the story”, says 
Assistant Professor Hairon Salleh and Associate 
Professor Jonathan Goh. What their research study 
on PLCs will do is to tell the other half. 

The Other Half  The intention of PLCs is to build 
teacher capacity and competency that would lead 
to improvements in teaching and student learning 
outcomes, Hairon tells us. 

Most research on PLCs is qualitative, such as case 
studies of teachers’ experiences and refl ections on 
their involvement. 

Such studies are certainly useful, but what Hairon 
and Jonathan really want to fi nd out is the missing 
half: the impact that PLCs have on student learning. 

Over the course of a year, the team will administer 
four diagnostic tests in Math to Primary 5 pupils. 

They will be analysing the results from these tests 
with the teachers to fi nd out which are the areas 
pupils are weak in and discuss how teachers can 
teach these topics better.

“Without that insight, schools are in fact shooting 
in the dark,” says Jonathan. He believes PLCs can 
help light the way forward.

Value-adding Research  The team set out to 
help three experimental schools improve on PLC 
practices, processes and frameworks as a way of 
adding value to the professional development of 
teachers. There are also eight control schools.

“At the very start, what we had in mind was that we 
don’t just want to collect data and come and go. 
We want to value-add, so we think this is a great 
value-adding to schools,” says Hairon.

Hairon has been assisting the PLCs in these 
experimental schools by providing insights on 
how to improve the PLC practices, process and 
frameworks.

“You must encourage every one of the teachers to 
talk about their day-to-day teaching experiences; 
whether certain pedagogy has worked or not. The 
next question is: How do you know it has worked? 
You must collect some data or make some 
observations,” says Hairon. “This is what PLCs 
are, rather than just talking about a project.”  

This type of facilitation helps to make a crucial 
contribution to teacher development. “Now the 
teachers have to go back and ask themselves what 
did they do pedagogically wrong,” says Jonathan.

“In doing so, you’re linking what they’ve learned 
or experienced in the classroom, and then 
bringing it to the teacher learning in the PLC,” 
adds Hairon. 

High-calibre Teachers  Their research is very 
timely for policymakers to see how PLCs are 
getting on since MOE formally launched the 
initiative, and what changes can be made to 
improve the processes. 

The idea of PLCs is consistent with the idea of 
schools and teachers having more professional 
autonomy. 

“If you want to encourage bottom–up initiatives 
in terms of curriculum or pedagogy, you do need 
teachers of high calibre. And you cannot work 
individually; you have to work collaboratively at 
the school level,” Hairon explains.

PLCs are still evolving and the research is still 
relatively new. But Hairon and Jonathan believe 
that teacher learning and sharing in PLCs will 
make an important impact in student learning 
experiences in time to come.  

A Community of Leaders
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PROJECT TEAM

Principal Investigator Hairon Salleh, National Institute of Education, Singapore
Co-Principal Investigators Jonathan Goh, Catherine Chua, Wang Li-Yi, National Institute of 
Education, Singapore 
Collaborators Lin Tzu-Bin, National Taiwan Normal University, Taiwan; Chan Yew Wooi, Sng-Wong 
Ching Yee, Cynthia Seto, Foo Kum Fong, Doreen Lim, Teo Chai Yaw, May Chong, Hon Shuzen, 
Academy of Singapore Teachers, Singapore
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PROJECT TEAM

Principal Investigator Jonathan Goh, National Institute of Education, Singapore
Co-Principal Investigators Hairon Salleh, Ng Pak Tee, David Ng, Benjamin Wong, Catherine Chua, 

Vicente Reyes Jr., William Choy, National Institute of Education, Singapore
Collaborators Jude Chua, Antonia Teng, Zoe Boon, Intan Mokhtar, Shaljan Areepattamannil, 

National Institute of Education, Singapore
Researchers Tan Cheng Yong, Maria Ramos, Janey Ng, Jocelin Lam, Hershey Regaya, 

Angelia Lu, Esther Chan, National Institute of Education, Singapore

Teachers Are Leaders Too

LeadeRSHIP IS not just about principalship. 
To NIE researchers Jonathan Goh and Hairon 
Salleh, leadership refers to the ability to 
infl uence people in a positive way. 

“Leadership, in a broad sense, is about 
infl uencing people in a positive way. As such, 
teachers can also exhibit leadership qualities,” 
says Jonathan.

In other words, not only principals and vice-
principals are leaders—teachers are too.

Teacher-leaders  “We have a group of 
teachers that provide the boundary-spanning 
role in schools,” Jonathan says. “They are the 
middle-level managers.”

These middle-level managers Jonathan is referring 
to are the heads of departments, subject heads 
and level heads. They are teachers who assume 
the role of a leader in school, contributing to the 
school’s overall daily operations and effectiveness. 

The relationship between a school and the middle-
level managers is such—the more complex a 
school becomes, the greater the responsibilities for 
these teacher-leaders. 

To understand them better, Jonathan and Hairon 
embarked on a study to elicit their perceptions of 
leadership and the leading roles they play in schools.

Bridging Role  Middle-level managers are taking 
on more roles and responsibilities that are usually 
associated with principals and vice-principals, 
says Hairon. 

On top of their immense teaching workload, this 
group of teachers also has multiple roles and 
responsibilities as leaders at the ground level. On 
the one hand, they have to lead their department 
or level; and on the other, they have to collaborate 
closely with the school principals.

“They work closely with their principals and 
understand the ‘constraints’ while, at the same 
time, provide an honest perspective of the 
situations in schools,” Jonathan notes.

This unique position the middle-level managers are 
in enables them to have more balanced views about 
school policies and the concerns of the teachers—
making them more relatable.

Team Success  Due to their “boundary-spanning” 
roles in schools, middle-level managers contribute 
greatly to a school’s success. Their balanced views 
on school-related issues allow them to participate 
in designing school policies that satisfy both the 
teachers and school leaders.

“They form the link between the principals and the 
teachers,” Jonathan says. “This is crucial not only 
for policy implementation, but also for the smooth 
daily operations of the school, especially since the 
teacher-leaders are curriculum specialists.”

This means that the roles they play to ensure the 
school’s effectiveness is even greater.

Restating its importance, Hairon says, “Although 
school leaders are naturally given credit for school 
achievements, I believe most, if not all, principals 
know that it is indeed a team effort that makes 
the difference.”

So while many may look to principals and vice-
principals for stories of school success, we must not 
forget that there are other leaders in a school who 
have stories to share too.

Jonathan and Hairon believe that middle-level managers 
contribute greatly to a school’s success.



Surprisingly, collegiality was found to be a predominant 
characteristic of Singapore schools, which is very 
much in line with the Asian culture of collectivism. 

“There was more a ‘we’ than an ‘I’ culture in the 
schools,” notes Hairon. “I did not expect it, given the 
infl uence of Western culture.”

What was encouraging is that this same mind-set is 
being inculcated in the children. “Teachers put their 
personal needs aside for the overall and societal 
benefi ts,” notes William, “and our teachers are 
exemplifying it.”

This bodes well for the future as we seek to cultivate 
students with character and a concern for the 
community.

No Right Culture  It goes without saying that school 
leaders play a critical role in shaping a school’s 
culture and thus, the work environment for teachers.

“School leaders shape school culture simply because 
of their power and position,” Hairon explains. They 
are, “by default”, a key infl uence in a school’s culture.

But there is no “right” culture, qualifi es William. “It 
depends on the school context. What works for one 
may not work for the other.”

And as much as school leaders infl uence the school 
culture, the teachers and students they lead also 
affect them as leaders.

“Leadership is contextual. We need to change 
strategies based on who the followers are,” Hairon 
points out. “That’s why leadership is so challenging!”

William suggests that school leaders use an over-
arching organizational culture to bring people 
together. In some schools, the school’s mission 
statement and values serve this purpose. 

“This is to see how different people fi t it,” he explains. 
“They have to mould their own values to the values 
of the school.” 

Different schools will eventually have their own 
culture. But whatever its culture, it’s good to know we 
have common ground.
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eVeRY GRouP is made up of diverse individuals. 
At the workplace, this diversity adds colour but 
could also create tensions. Schools are no different.

Dr William Choy is interested in the dynamics 
of school culture. Specifi cally, he wants to see 
how schools can benefi t from the differences of 
individual teachers to create a more harmonious 
school environment.

A Leading Role  “Cultures are developed by 
leadership,” explains William. “When people 
subscribe to it, they will continue to endorse it.”

Working with school leaders and teachers, William 
and his colleagues hope to learn how personal 
values affect school culture. 

“When teachers join a school, they bring along their 
own cultural lenses and beliefs,” he says. “Hence, 
it is important for school leaders to understand 
what is ticking in the minds of their teachers.”

Fellow teammate and colleague, Assistant 
Professor Hairon Salleh, believes that school 
culture can be highly infl uential. “It is unseen but 
people constantly rely on it to make decisions. 
That’s why it is powerful.”

By better understanding the dimensions of 
school culture, they believe stronger ties can be 
developed between school leaders and teachers. 

A Collegial Culture  The responses by 
participants were measured against fi ve key 
dimensions: collegiality versus individuality, 
hierarchy, nurturing, academic emphasis, and task 
versus people orientation. 

Uncovering School Culture
PROJECT TEAM

Principal Investigator Jonathan Goh, National Institute of Education, Singapore
Co-Principal Investigators Hairon Salleh, Ng Pak Tee, David Ng, Benjamin Wong, Catherine Chua, 
Vicente Reyes Jr., William Choy, National Institute of Education, Singapore
Collaborators Jude Chua, Antonia Teng, Zoe Boon, Intan Mokhtar, Shaljan Areepattamannil,  
National Institute of Education, Singapore
Researchers Tan Cheng Yong, Maria Ramos, Janey Ng, Jocelin Lam, Hershey Regaya, 
Angelia Lu, Esther Chan, National Institute of Education, Singapore
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William and Hairon are interested in studying the 
dynamics of school culture.
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Since the middle of the 20th century, there 
has been increasing interest in the concept of 
leadership in organizations. Early leadership 
theories have focused on qualities that distinguish 
between leaders and subordinates, while 
subsequent theories focused on others aspects 
such as skill levels and situational factors. 

Interestingly, many of these theories of leadership 
refl ect Western cultural assumptions characterized 
by consumerism, individualism, competitiveness, 
toughness, rationality and self-suffi ciency. Many 
scholars attribute the upsurge of these Western-
based leadership theories to the political, 
technological and economic superiority of the 
United States in the post-war years. 

At the same time, such theories have also been 
exemplifi ed in some non-Western countries as 
being new, modern, scientifi c and results-oriented. 
This has prompted some scholars to remain 
cautious in embracing such “universal” leadership 
concepts, principles and practices across cultures.

The importance of understanding leadership has 
not gone unnoticed in education. Theories such 
as instructional leadership, distributed leadership 
and transformational leadership remain intuitively 
attractive, compelling and positive in the education 
literature; and there have been claims that they 
impact school climate and environment, and the 
instructional capacities of teachers. 

A review of the literature, however, shows that the 
educational leadership discourse remains mainly 
broad, and, to a lesser extent, contested. Ironically, 
the elusiveness of its meaning has somewhat 
contributed to its appeal. 

Surely, theoretical theses on effective leadership 
in schools and organizations are more than just 
clear direction-setting and adherence to the list 
of normative (or prescriptive) practices. In other 
words, the intellectual traditions and practices 

of certain cultures (such as in Singapore) should 
not be judged without questioning the inherent 
assumptions espoused in Western cultures. 

Therefore, the articulation of leadership theories in 
Asian contexts needs to be made more deliberate 
and with greater clarity—not so much that it is non-
existent in Asian societies, rather, its understanding 
and enactment may have different cultural meanings 
and nuances.

The fi ndings from NIE’s research projects seem to 
indicate that micro-leadership practices are very 
much infl uenced by macro-contextual forces, which 
include Asian notions of hierarchy, pragmatism and 
meritocracy. 

As an illustration, the enactment of instructional and 
distributed leadership (both of which were borne out 
of Western discourses) are moderated by the need 
for respect for hierarchical relationships and task 
orientation to achieve effi cient use of resources and 
to sustain our exam-oriented meritocracy. 

The empirical fi ndings of these projects would 
certainly contribute to current knowledge on 
educational leadership by questioning our previous 
assumptions about leadership. Rightly or wrongly, 
leadership and the nature and role of organizations 
within any society are determined by its particular 
cultural, historical and institutional context. At best, a 
hybridization thesis seems more plausible. 

Bearing this in mind, successful leadership in 
schools should be judged on its contextual merits 
and not on a universal, prescriptive framework. 
There is much evidence to suggest that effective 
leadership should be seen as the congruence 
in psychological constructs (e.g., motivations, 
perceived performances and work values) of 
individuals working together in schools. To this 
end, I believe our leaders have succeeded to some 
extent in providing an effective leadership in our 
Singapore schools.

WRITTEN BY
Jonathan Goh, National Institute of Education, Singapore

Afterword: 
School Leadership in Singapore
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9th Request for Proposals by the Offi ce of Education Research. 

The full list of approved projects is available on the NIE website (www.nie.edu.sg) under Research@NIE.

Project No. Project Title Principal 
Investigator

OER 46/12 LPF Learning to Argue and Arguing to Learn: Developing Scientifi c Argumentation Skills in 
Pre-service Chemistry Teachers Peter Lee

OER 47/12 LA Investigating the Development of Grammar in the Writing of Primary School Children in 
Singapore Lubna Alsagoff

OER 48/12 TKS Developing Disciplinary Literacy Pedagogy in the Sciences Tang Kok Sing

OER 49/12 LTL Exploring the Variety in Lesson Study: Unpacking the Variety from Cases in Singapore Christina Lim-
Arasaratnam

OER 50/12 CW Media Literacy in the Teaching of English in Singapore Csilla Weninger

OER 51/12 TWT Examining Normal Academic/Technical Students’ Science Learning from a Sociological and 
Cultural Lens Teo Tang Wee

OER 52/12 LJY Building an Evidence Base for Schools as Learning Organizations David Hung

OER 53/12 TK Understanding Parental Expectation and Student Experiences of Private Tuition in Singapore Trivina Kang 

OER 54/12 TLS Curriculum Innovation and the Nurturing of 21st Century Learners Tan Liang See

OER 55/12 JRB Globalization, Citizenship and Postfeminist Media Culture in Singapore Joel Robert Gwynne

OER 56/12 IJR The Relationship between Situational Interest and Individual Interest: How Can We Help 
Weaker Students by Means of an Instructional Shift from Trait to State Interest?

Jerome Rotgans 
Ingmar

OER 57/12 WHL Private Tuition at Tuition Centres—A Singapore Study Woo Huay Lit

OER 58/12 OBA Early Bilingual Experience and English Literacy Acquisition: An Approach to Phonics 
Instruction Beth Ann O’Brien

OER 59/12 TPL Assessment and Teaching of 21st Century Skills (ATC21S) Singapore Trials: Collective Creativity 
and Collaborative Problem-solving Competencies among Secondary School Students Jennifer Tan

OER 60/12 CSL Education for Twenty-fi rst Century Global Capacities: A Comparative Case-study of Two 
Schools in Singapore and the United States Suzanne Choo

OER 61/12 WLH
Towards a Seamless Language Learning Framework: Enculturating Learners to Practices 
of Bridging Language Learning Spaces Mediated by an Integrated Technology-transformed 
Learning Environment

Wong Lung Hsiang

OER 62/12 EK Exploring Teamwork Beliefs and Competencies in Technology-enabled 21st Century Classrooms Elizabeth Koh

OER 63/12 MFN The Use of a Mobile App Training Program to Improve Functional Communication in Children 
with Autism

Maureen Frances 
Neihart

OER 64/12 JL Literacy Teaching in Singapore: A Study of Teachers’ Perceptions and Practices Jason Loh

OER 65/12 SLH Building on Teachers’ Knowledge about Students’ Language-related Challenges in Science Seah Lay Hoon

OER 66/12 KP Training Teachers to Support Youth with Autism Spectrum Disorders Included in Secondary 
Schools Kenneth Poon

OER 67/12 ASY Executive Function in Student-athletes: Does the Brain-Derived Neurotrophic Factor (BDNF) 
Val66Met Polymorphism Moderate the Cognitive Benefi ts of Various Sporting Activity? Ang Su Yin

OER 68/12 SA Investigating the Effects of Private Supplementary Tutoring on Primary Students’ Academic 
Achievement, Motivation, Self-concept, and Engagement

Areepattamannil 
Shaljan
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