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Abstract

This paper describes and discusses 

the responses to questionnaires about the 
endorsement of different educational val-

ues from principals in nine diverse Eu-

ropean countries, as well as the US and 

Hong Kong. The results show that there 
is a spread of endorsement across all 

five codes, yet there is also a significant-
ly stronger endorsement for some codes 
than others. In addition, there is a strong 
degree of agreement between these prin-

cipals, and the educational values they 

perceive their governments to endorse. 
There is also a strong endorsement for 
environmental values, not only in theo-

ry but in practice, though the focus tends 
to be on pragmatic measures rather than 
more deep-seated, complex issues. The 

results suggest two overall conclusions. 

First, principals and their governments 
seem to share a belief in the need to ap-

preciate a variety of perspectives and ap-

proaches, and they both seem to see the 

school experience as one of preparing 
the student for future responsibilities – a 

task of ‘passing on the reins of respon-

sibility’, which necessarily requires an 
appreciation of a complex and ‘wicked’ 

reality. Yet, secondly, the results from 

the environmental responses suggests 
that neither the principals nor their gov-

ernments may fully recognize this com-

plexity, nor prepare their students for 

it. To create sustainable schools within 

sustainable societies and sustainable en-

vironments, it seems that a greater rec-

ognition of such complexity, and such 
‘wickedity’, and of how to deal with the 

challenges it presents, is then required.
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Introduction: 
A principal’s reality 

It seems almost a truism to say that 

the work of school principals is complex. 

They must respond to a large number of 
different constituencies, values and in-

terests – from the latest government leg-

islation and ‘advice’, through to local 
community emphases, and then to the 

concerns of individual teachers, parents 

and children. In addition, as Bottery et 

al. (2008) have shown in their work with 

principals in England and Hong Kong, be-

cause of the complexity of the interaction 

between different constituency demands, 

the context of such demands, and the per-

sonalities of the individuals facing them, 
the nature of such demands will vary 

from time period to time period, and may 

well be unpredictable or even controlla-

ble. Furthermore, as Fullan (1991) has 

argued, even if they perceive a particular 
course of action as intrinsically desirable, 

they may still not feel capable of pursuing 
it at a particular moment in time because 

of other priorities. This incommensura-

bility of demands and values from a com-

plex array of stakeholders then explains 

why Hoyle and Wallace(2006) argue that 
much of the principal’s life is suffused by 

paradox and irony. It also highlights the 
importance of Bore and Wright’s (2009) 
argument that governments often want to 
define issues as ‘tame’ – as being simple 

to understand and deal with. Such de-

sire is perhaps understandable, given the 
kinds of pressures to produce results that 

political systems demand of politicians. 

Yet, given the complex nature of the task 
of dealing with a complex array of such 
constituencies, Bore and Wright suggest 
that many if not most issues are actually 

‘wicked’ in character: they are not only 

difficult to frame, but also require some-

thing more complex than ‘tame’ strategies. 
Indeed, the improper adoption of tame 

framings and solutions is likely to lead 
to even more problematic outcomes. The 

role of the principal is then not a simple 

one, and understanding how they resolve 
such ‘wicked’ issues must be high on any 
attempt to accurately frame their reality.

Five educational codes

A crucial part of this reality necessarily 
involves the manner in which they bring 
to bear an array of personal educational 

values in their work. They could for in-

stance value the transmission of cultural 

values, the encouragement of individual 
student interest, the discussion of creat-

ing a ‘better’ society, the care of the en-

vironment, or the greater generation of 
national wealth. They may indeed val-

ue all of these, but how do they balance 

them out? This was the framing question 
for this study, for whilst our initial con-

cern was in understanding principals’ 
views on environmental issues, it was 

felt that a questionnaire which examined 
the perceptions of school leaders across a 
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range of educational values and priorities 
was more likely to elicit a more accurate 

position.  The questionnaire was then 
based on five different educational codes, 
derived largely from Bottery (1990).

A first is a Cultural Transmission 
Code which values knowledge perceived 
as part of a country’s cultural heritage. 
It tends to see students as passive im-

bibers of information, to be graded in 
their understanding and internalization 
of such knowledge. Teachers are seen 
as guardians and transmitters of appro-

priate values, and principals as hierar-

chical supervisors of those below them. 

A second code is Student-Centred 
which sees the curriculum as being based 
on each student’s experiences and in-

terests, each being active constructors 
of their own reality.  It sees education 

as the antithesis of transmission: teach-

ers here are facilitators and constructors 

of beneficial situations, but not trans-

mitters. Principals are similarly seen 
as  facilitators for such student interests. 

A third code is one of Social Recon-
struction, where schools are seen as es-

sentially concerned with pressing social 
issues, and where the curriculum takes a 

topic- or problem-based approach. Stu-

dents here are active and critical, and 

teachers are facilitators, constructors, 

and selectors of relevant problems, issues 

and materials, but also guardians of what 
is to be retained from the past. Princi-
pal similarly provide a context which is 

a mixture of democracy and guidance. 
A fourth code is a Gross Nation-

al Product Code which values an ed-

ucation promoting national economic 
growth. The student is trained to fit into 
this economic endeavour, and initiative 

and activity are encouraged when these 
dovetail with ultimate occupational des-

tinations. Teachers therefore are trainers, 

constructors, and transmitters, members 

of a hierarchy which begins at govern-

ment levels and proceeds through the 
Principal to the teacher and on to the stu-

dent, and which is underpinned by rele-

vance to prevailing economic demands. 
A final code is one of Environmental 

Sustainability (ENV) which recognises 
that the individual, social and econom-

ic activities of humanity are practised 

within an environment, with limited re-

source, and a limited ability to absorb the 

effects of such activities. There is then a 

need to ensure that this environment is 

not depleted and damaged. The students 
in this code need to be critical, engaged, 
and future-thinking, whilst the teachers 
need to be selectors of relevant issues, 

but also the facilitators of diverse view-

points, whilst Principals needs to per-
form a role of guidance and facilitation.

Constructing the questionnaire

As it was believed that these codes 
would only be fully operationalised when 

they addressed the requisite knowledge, 
skills and attitudes for each code, each of 

these were allotted three questions within 
the questionnaire.  This resulted in 5 codes 
x 3 core issues x 3 statements of skills, 
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knowledge, and attitudes = 45 statements 
in all.  Five verification, or ‘liar’ statements 
were also added in order to identify if any 

participants were simply mechanically 

choosing statements rather than reflecting 
before answering purposefully.  This then 
formed the basis of the questionnaire.  

The respondents were then asked to 

read each statement and provide a score 

for each one using a scale from 1 (strong-

ly disagree) to 10 (strongly agree). How-

ever, it was also recognized that their 
answers to such statements might be in-

fluenced by at least three other factors:
a. The extent to which these were the 

principals’ personally held values;

b. The extent to which their govern-

ment promoted this particular area;

c. The extent to which a variety of 

forces – including government influence 
and personal values – might combine to 
produce a ‘composite score’.  

Given this possibility, the principals 

were asked to rate each statement on the ex-

tent to which they perceived each item to be:

a. reflected in their own values;
b. promoted by their government
c. emphasized in their practice

Results

The initial draft of the questionnaire 
was sent out to team leaders across Europe, 

the US, and Hong Kong, and were piloted 
in these countries. A variety of feedback 
was received, which led to adjustments in 

a number of questions. Data in this paper 
is then taken from the eleven countries 

Country Number of responses

Croatia 199
England 79
Finland 63
Hong Kong 89
Hungary 104
Latvia 56
Poland 156
USA 77
Iceland 47

Macedonia 43

Sweden 40

Total 953

Table 1. Respondents per country

Source: own research 
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which generated more than 40 responses. 
In total, the responses from 953 princi-

pals’ are analyzed. The countries and the 
number of responses is shown in Table 1.

For the purposes of this paper, the top 

fifteen endorsed statements across the 
three categories will be analyzed. We begin 
with the principals’ personal endorsement 

of the statements in the questionnaire.

Rank Cro-
atia

Eng-
land

Fin-
land

Hong 
Kong

Hun-
gary

Lat-
via

Po-
land USA Ice-

land
Mace-
donia

Swe-
den

1 15 3 10 20 3 11 10 9 3 10 10
2 10 9 12 10 13 13 17 3 9 11 12
3 17 37 40 17 15 41 3 8 34 20 36
4 16 36 3 26 39 3 15 37 31 37 3
5 12 5 9 9 4 8 4 18 5 8 34
6 40 25 8 39 25 12 18 4 8 12 26
7 39 8 20 37 16 25 9 2 25 16 9
8 8 50 36 25 9 1 8 12 36 36 8
9 25 1 34 13 10 15 16 1 40 15 5

10 3 40 15 16 42 10 39 5 1 23 40

11 9 10 25 3 3 23 2 23 37 1 37

12 37 16 5 50 50 36 12 36 50 9 30

13 50 17 2 41 41 45 23 46 4 18 42

14 4 46 39 36 36 9 14 50 2 17 1

15 11 31 50 40 40 29 36 25 10 4 50

CT 3 1 2 2 3 2 4 2 2 3 0
CC 1 3 3 4 2 1 1 1 3 2 3
Sr 4 7 5 4 3 4 3 7 7 4 8

GNP 2 0 1 0 0 5 4 3 0 4 1
ENV 5 4 4 5 7 3 3 2 3 2 3

Table 2. Top Fifteen Personal REsponses

Source: own research 
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The balance of personal endorsement 

between the codes

A first conclusion was that there was 
a surprising amount of endorsement 
between the five codes (see Table 2).

The responses indicate an internatio-

nal belief in the need to endorse the ma-

jority of the codes. In an analysis of the 

top fifteen responses, five sets of prin-

cipals (from Croatia, England, Finland, 
Hong Kong, Macedonia, and Latvia) 
endorse statements from all five codes, 
whilst principals from five sets (Hunga-

ry, Poland, the USA, Iceland and Swe-

den) endorse statements from four codes. 

 There is, however, also an interesting 
emphasis in Fig.2 across the five codes. 
Thus there are 19 endorsements for GNP 
statements, 24 for Cultural Transmission 

statements, 24 for Child-Centred, 47 for 

Environmental Issues, and 53 for Social 

Reconstruction. Issues of Social Recon-

struction and the Environment then are 

much more heavily emphasized than 
the similar ratings for Cultural Trans-

mission, Child-Centred and GNP Issues. 
Moreover, whilst there seems to be 

widespread endorsement for the codes 

overall, this does not mean that the codes 

were all endorsed to the same extent 

cross-nationally. Thus, principals in Swe-

den endorsed eight ‘social reconstruction’ 
statements, whilst principals in Poland 
endorsed only three in their top fifteen. 
Similarly, Hungarian principals endor-
sed seven environmental statements, 

whilst US principals endorsed only two. 

Other kinds of observations raised 
questions which are not easily answered 
by this research. Why, for instance, do 

Latvian principals support four GNP sta-

tements in their top fifteen, whilst the three 
other ex-communist countries in this sam-

ple (Croatia, Hungary, and Poland) only 
muster one endorsement between them? 

Why does England, a country with a hi-
storically large policy emphasis upon eco-

nomic growth, and Hong Kong, interna-

tionally renowned for its entrepreneurial 

zeal, both have no statements of endorse-

ment for the GNP code from their princi-
pals? Why do Swedish principals not per-

sonally endorse any cultural transmission 

statements in their top fifteen statements?
One way of developing an under-

standing to some of these questions is 
to look at the endorsements to particular 

statements within the codes. Thus, in the 

Cultural Transmission code, Q.4 (on 

valuing the history of a country) received 
six endorsements, Q.15 (on valuing a co-

untry’s cultural heritage) receives 5 en-

dorsements; as did Q.17 (on respecting 
elders). Q.2 (on recognizing responsi-
bilities as well as rights) received 4 en-

dorsements, whilst q. 13 (on singing the 
national anthem) receive 3. These state-

ments seem to centre largely around valu-

ing the past. No endorsements were given 
to Q. 7 (that students cannot contribute 

much of value), Q. 19 (that they should 

accept the opinions of their teachers), 

Q.32 that schools should only teach abo-

ut things of certainty, and Q. 38 (that 
things that are taught are matters of fact, 
not opinion). This suggests a cross-na-

tional view of CT as a respecting of cul-
tural heritage, but not one of unquestio-

ning belief to any particular view on it.
In terms of the Child-centred Code, 

principals in ten out of eleven counties 

supported Q.36, that schools should va-

lue the opinions of students, whilst 7 sup-
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ported Q.40 that students should be enco-

uraged to value their own opinions. Much 
less endorsement was given to Q.20 (3 en-

dorsements) that students should have re-

sponsibility for running things at schools, 
and even less for Q. 26 (n=1) (that stu-

dents should learn in their own way)and 

for Q. 31 (that all opinions should be valu-

ed equally). No endorsements were given 
for Q.22 (schools should focus on curricu-

la determined by pupils), Q. 24(students 

should concentrate on learning what they 
think important), Q. 27 (students should 

know how to chair committees) and Q.33 

(students should spend their time lear-

ning about what they think is important). 
As with the CT code, a pattern seems to 
be emerging: students opinions should be 
listened to, and students should be empo-

wered, but only so far. They have much 

to learn, and so whilst encouraging them 
to develop their opinions, these results 

suggest that principals believe that stu-

dents should be in no doubt that they are 

at the bottom of an educational hierarchy.

Statements from the Social Recon-
struction Code were heavily endorsed 

across all eleven countries. Principals in 
all countries endorsed Q. 9 (that students 

must be empowered to feel they could 

make a difference), whilst 10 endorsed 

Q.3 (that students had responsibilities as 

well as rights). There were nine endor-
sements for Q. 8, and 7 for Q. 37, both 

of which were about students helping to 
build a better society and world. In the 

same kind of vein, there were six endor-

sements for Q.1, which suggested that 
students should learn about what consti-

tuted a good society. Q.5 (that curricula 
should be designed for discussion and de-

bate) was given five endorsements, whist 

Q. 46 which suggested a knowledge of 
the past and the present was necessary 

to build a better future, was given three 
endorsements. Q.34 (that schools should 

help students be actively critical) received 

two endorsements, whilst Q.30 (that stu-

dents should be critical of curricular ma-

terials) received just one. A picture seems 
to be appearing that principals believed 
that students should be empowered, but 

within that empowerment, should reco-

gnize their responsibilities, and empower-
ment and criticality had limits for junior 

members of an educational community.

Personal endorsements for the GNP 
Code, were muted. Seven groups of prin-

cipals endorsed Q12 (on the need for a 

curriculum for future usefulness) in their 

top fifteen .  Q23 (skills for employabili-
ty) received four, whilst Q.11 (skills for 

the economy) received three, as did Q. 18 

(skills for future work situations). Qs 14 

(knowledge for economic development), 
29 (knowledge for future employabili-
ty) and 45 (appreciating the need for a 
healthy economy) received only one en-

dorsement each. Finally, Q.21 (on the 

individual rather than the state being re-

sponsible for economic welfare) and 48 

(that the main aim was to create a skilled 

workforce) received no endorsements. 

In the light of the prominence that this 
area is normally given in the media and 
in political debate, this is hardly a rin-

ging endorsement by school principals 
for the centrality of this educational code.

Finally, many of the statements in the 

Environmental Code were strongly en-

dorsed. Q.10. that students should be tau-

ght to value the lives of all creatures, re-

ceived 10 endorsements, whilst  Q. 25 that 

students needed to treat the local environ-
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ment with care, and q. 50 – that students 
need to understand the interdependency 

of all life - were both endorsed by eight. 
. Q.16 (disposing of waste products) re-

ceived six endorsements, statement 39 

(on the need to save energy supplies) re-

ceived five endorsement. Q.41 – on global 
warming as a developing problem – re-

ceived three endorsements, whilst q.42 – 
on estimating long term effects – received 
just one. Questions 28 – on the need to 

accept that we are ignorant of the effects 
of much of our behavior on the environ-

ment – and 35 – on the need to recognize 
that many actions have a long term effect 
received no endorsements whatsoever. 

The overall impression is that, at a 

personal level, statements in the CT, 

CC, and SR codes seem to be endorsed 

to the extent that students are empowe-

red to believe in their ability to change 
things. However, there is also a message 
here that these students need to be awa-

re of their responsibilities as well as ri-

ghts, and of their current junior location 
in an educational hierarchy. Moreover, 
whilst there is strong support for a num-

ber of aspects of an environmental stan-

ce, there is little apparent personal en-

thusiasm by these principals for the GNP 
code as a central aspect of education.

The degree of agreement between prici-

pals and their government

Of course, Principals’ personal views 
is only one aspect of looking at what in-

fluences  principals actual practice. There 
are not many countries where govern-

mental views is not an important consti-

tuent in the mélange of influences upon a 
principal’s actual practice, though it sho-

uld be pointed out that different countries 

have different degrees of involvement for 
their government in educational policy 
and values. The selection of countries for 

this particular piece of research demon-

strates this range. Thus, until the 1980s, 
England was very decentralized, with a 
balance between school, government, and 
local authority, but is now a highly cen-

tralized system. Hong Kong government, 
though much smaller in size, has until re-

cently, had a very ‘hands-off’ approach to 

education. Only with the return of Hong 
Kong to the PRC, has its government be-

gun a re-merging of Hong Kong (and its 
education system) with that of the main-

land. The USA has always had a state-

-based education system, even if national 

government has tended to set the wider 
parameters. And finally, whilst Finland 
has perhaps the most devolved system of 

all, other European countries, particularly 

like those in the sample who have emer-

ged from communist rule, are faced by 
the twin dilemmas of wishing to use the 
education system to reassert a non-com-

munist national culture once more, but are 

acutely aware of the dangers of education 
being used for authoritarian purposes.

Governmental emphasis will there-

fore vary from country to country, and 

any perceptions of principals must be 

contextualized by that understanding. 
Having said this, the development of in-

ternational comparators like those used 

by the OECD or PISA, have intensified 
government involvement, as comparisons 
are now increasingly made not within but 
between systems. Once again, the ‘wic-

ked’ nature of principals’ work is empha-

sized, as they need to be aware of pressu-

res not only from their own governments, 
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but beyond their national boundaries. So 

how do they perceive such governmental 
involvement? Some of the answers are 

provided in fig 3, where the top fifteen 
statements by principals of perceptions 

Rank Cro-
atia

Eng-
land

Fin-
land

Hong 
Kong

Hun-
gary

Lat-
via

Po-
land USA Ice-

land
Mace-
donia

Swe-
den

1 15 1 12 13 13 13 4 4 4 4 10
2 4 11 10 26 4 11 13 23 50 15 36
3 13 3 4 10 41 41 15 46 15 20 1
4 10 23 3 4 25 36 10 11 8 10 3
5 50 37 8 39 50 3 41 18 25 37 34
6 36 41 15 3 39 23 46 8 34 11 8
7 16 8 34 18 15 12 38 3 46 36 40
8 37 36 46 12 8 8 39 29 10 40 9
9 41 18 40 16 36 15 37 1 31 46 26

10 8 50 36 37 16 25 36 9 9 13 12

11 12 25 39 5 10 1 17 14 3 23 30

12 46 12 9 8 18 2 16 37 12 32 50

13 11 39 16 17 11 18 8 12 40 9 2

14 38 16 50 9 40 50 3 45 37 8 5

15 5 40 37 41 46 37 40 15 36 38 37

CT 4 0 2 3 3 3 5 2 2 5 1
CC 1 2 2 1 2 1 2 0 3 3 3
Sr 4 4 6 5 2 4 4 6 6 4 8

GNP 2 4 1 2 2 4 0 7 1 2 1
ENV 4 5 4 4 6 3 4 0 3 1 2

Table 3. Principals’ perceptions of government emphasis

Source: own research 

of governmental emphasis are displayed.
A first finding of note is that as with 

their own values, principals’ perceptions 

of governmental values is one of espousal 
across all of the five codes, even if the-



Contemporary Educational Leadership Vol. 1, No 4/2014

77

re is a greater emphasis in the very top 
responses of a cultural transmission code 

compared to principals personal respon-

ses. Overall, principals in eight countries 
believe that their governments support 
all five codes; two (England and Poland) 
believe they support four codes, and only 

one (the US) believe that they support 

just three. In every country but Poland , 
principals believe their governments wo-

uld support a GNP statement; in every 
country but England principals believe 
their governments would support a cultu-

ral transmission statement. The American 
principals suggest that there would be no 
endorsements from their government in 
terms of either environmental or child-

-centred issues. However, with these re-

servations, the message from the princi-
pals in most countries is that they believe 

their governments would embrace a wide 
variety of codes in the way that they do.

Now whilst there is endorsement for 

all five codes, the numerical endorsement 
of statements within the codes differs, 

and follows a similar if not exact pattern 

to personal endorsements. Thus, here the-

re were 52 endorsements for Social Re-

construction statements, 36 for Environ-

mental, 30 for Cultural transmission, 26 

for GNP, and 20 for Child-centred – sug-

gesting that whilst there is a ringing en-

dorsement of an interest in social recon-

struction issues, there is a little less when 

it comes to either the environment or cul-

tural transmission issues, which are the 

next most approved area. Endorsements 

for statements of the GNP code and the 
Child-centred code swap the last two pla-

ces. Even so, the contrast between the 

widespread heavy endorsement for social 

reconstruction, compared to the much sli-

ghter endorsement for purely economic 
issues in most countries is a very inte-

resting one. In many countries, it would 
seem that principals believe that national 

development is seen by their governments 
in much more than purely economic terms.

These differences are further expla-

ined in an examination of the particular 

statements supported within each code. 

In terms of cultural transmission, prin-

cipals in eight countries believed that 
their governments would support Qs.4 
and 15 – that students need to know their 

country’s history, and value their coun-

try’s heritage. Six sets of principals also 
thought the same for Q.13- that pupils 
needed to learn how to sing the national 
anthem. There were three endorsements 

for q. 38 - that things taught are matters of 
fact, whilst there were two endorsements 

for q. 17 - that students should be taught 
to respect their elders,. There was one 

perceived governmental endorsement for 
Q.2- distinguishing objective fact from 
opinion – and one for q. 32 - that schools 
should only teach materials where truth 

is certain. There were no endorsements 

for Qs. 7 and 19 – that students cannot 

contribute much to the curriculum, and 

that students should accept their teachers’ 

opinions. The scores then seem much 

the same as for the personal views, with 

a similar valuing of culture and history, 
a general dislike of authoritarian appro-

aches, even if a few principals believed 

that their governments believed more in 
an objective epistemology than they did.

In terms of the child-centred code, 9 

sets believed their governments would 
endorse q. 36 – that schools should value 
students’ opinions; 6 sets believed this for 

q. 40 – that students should be encoura-
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ged to value their own opinion. Only two 
sets believed there was any government 
valuation of q. 26 – that students should 
learn in their own way. Qs.20 and 31 re-

ceived one endorsement each – teaching 
students to take responsibility for running 
the school, and valuing equally the worth 
of all opinions. The rest of the Qs – 22, 

24, 27, and 33 received no backing. The-

se covered areas like students taking re-

sponsibility for running committees, and 
schools providing curricula that are of 
interest and importance to students. This 

is a good reflection of principals’ own 
views – that empowerment and self-va-

luing are important, but there are limits to 
the role of the student in an educational 

hierarchy. Students have much to contri-

bute in the future, and had the potential 

to do so, but according to these results, 
these principals believed that, like them, 

their governments believed they still had 
much more to learn from their seniors. 

As far as the social reconstruction 
code went, the principals believed there 

was a heavy governmental endorsement 
here. Principals from all eleven countries 
believed their governments would en-

dorse Q.8 – that pupils needed the skil-

ls to help build a better society. Ten felt 

the same about q.37 – building a better 
world. Eight thought their governments 
would agree with Q.3 – that students had 
responsibilities as well as rights, whilst 7 
thought their government would endorse 
q.46 – the need to know about the past 
and present to build a better future. Then 

there are 4 endorsements for Qs.1 and 9 - 

on learning what constitutes a good socie-

ty, and students feeling they could make a 
difference for the better. These are follo-

wed by 3 endorsements for Qs. 5 and 34 

( developing a curriculum for discussion 
and debate, and students becoming active 
critical citizens). However, there is only 
one endorsement for q.30 - on students 
being critical of curricular materials. 
Overall, these perceptions of governmen-

tal responses align very well with princi-
pals’ own views - that students empower-

ment should be encouraged in building 
a better society, but should be accompa-

nied by a recognition of their growing re-

sponsibilities, and of its limits as junior 

members of an educational community.

We have already seen that principals’ 

personal endorsement of the GNP code 

was rather less than enthusiastic. Percep-

tions of governmental responses are hi-
gher, but still do not provide very strong 
endorsement. Thus, there are 8 endorse-

ment for Q.12 – on concentrating on curri-
cula which will be of use in later life; there 

are six endorsements for Q. 11 – teaching 
skills contributing to a national economy, 
and five for q. 18 – the need for skills for 
future work. Then we move to 4 endor-

sements of q.23- skills for employability, 
before only one endorsement for Qs. 14, 

29 and 45 – skills for a country’s econo-

mic development; knowledge for a job 
after school, and appreciating the need 
for a healthy economy. There are no en-

dorsements for qs. 21 and 48: students ac-

cepting that they are responsible for their 
own economic welfare, and that learning 
should be principally aimed at creating a 
skilled workforce. The results here sug-

gest a similar governmental attitude to the 
personal views – that these issues are im-

portant, but are not an overriding concern.
Finally, in the environmental code, 

there is strong endorsement for q. 10 
(n=8) on valuing the lives of all creatures. 



Contemporary Educational Leadership Vol. 1, No 4/2014

79

Q. 50 - on knowing that all life is inter-
dependent - gets 7 endorsements. Qs 16 
and 41 get six endorsements each – on 
disposing of waste products, and under-
standing global warming is a developing 
problem. Q39, -on saving energy supplies 
– gets five endorsements, whilst there are 
4 endorsements for q. 25 (treating the 
local environment with care). No endor-

sements are given for qs. 28, 35 and 42 
(that we can be ignorant of the effects of 
our actions, that some of these actions 

take a long time to have an effect, and 
that schools should help students estima-

te these long term effects.) Whilst there 
is a reasonably similar endorsement then 

on the importance of environmental issu-

es between principals and their govern-

ments, the very low rating that principals 
believe their governments give to consi-
deration of the long-term consequences 
of human actions should give pause for 
thought. If principals’ views in this area 
seem characterized by a short-termism, 
it is even more pronounced in their per-

ceptions of their governments’ views. .
From these results, it seems reaso-

nable to conclude that these princi-

pals  believe that there is a fairly strong 
agreement between them and their gover-
nments on the need for a wide espousal 

of different educational codes and values. 

But of course beliefs are one thing: prac-

tice is quite another. So what do these 
principals say that they do in practice?

Top fifteen practice responses

This section then considers what valu-

es and educational codes these principals 

say they actually implement in practice. 

Table 4 provides evidence of this. Once 

again, the top fifteen ranked statements 
by the principals in the eleven counties 

suggest an attempt to implement the ma-

jority of the educational codes. Principals 
in six countries (Croatia, England, Fin-

land, Hong Kong, Macedonia and Latvia) 
say they attempt to implement all five 
codes, whilst principals in Hungary, Po-

land Iceland, Sweden, and the USA say 
they attempt to implement four of the 

five. Once again, it seems fair to conclu-

de that there is an embrace of the majo-

rity of codes in the practice of principal-

ship. Such belief once again points to the 
conclusion that because of the need for 

selection and balance, their work is likely 

to be complex and ‘wicked’ in nature. 

Having already looked at the balance 
of endorsed statements across the codes 

in personal and governmental terms, it is 
useful to compare these with the practice 

endorsements. These are seen in Fig. 5
It is clear from Fig.5 that the Social 

Reconstruction and the Environmental 

codes remain the two most endorsed by 

some distance, whilst the cultural trans-

mission code reflects in practice what has 
been said in the ‘personal’ and ‘govern-

mental’ columns – that the practice of 

this area reflects a strong commitment, 
somewhere between personal and gover-
nmental endorsement. The child-centred 

code seems in practice to reflect more 
the strength of personal endorsement 
than governmental endorsement, but 
still does not seem to be a central issue. 

It is interesting that the GNP code in 
practice received similar endorsements 

to what the Principals said was its im-

portance to them, but rather less than 

they thought it mattered to government. 
However, one needs to be careful in 
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Rank Cro-
atia

Eng-
land

Fin-
land

Hong 
Kong

Hun-
gary

Lat-
via

Po-
land USA Ice-

land
Mace-
donia

Swe-
den

1 15 3 3 10 13 13 10 4 3 20 10
2 10 1 10 20 4 11 4 9 9 3 12
3 17 9 40 17 15 41 3 8 25 15 36
4 16 36 12 13 3 3 17 3 31 36 8
5 13 25 36 9 25 36 15 23 8 10 3
6 4 8 15 3 39 1 13 37 50 11 34
7 25 37 20 39 10 8 36 18 34 37 9
8 50 40 8 26 16 12 8 1 36 8 26
9 40 17 9 16 17 25 9 12 4 18 5

10 3 50 25 41 50 15 2 29 1 9 40

11 39 10 34 50 41 23 16 46 5 12 42

12 41 31 31 37 9 10 39 2 10 17 1

13 37 16 39 25 8 20 46 17 15 23 37

14 12 5 41 8 42 2 20 36 37 40 18

15 8 23 37 12 46 14 25 31 40 16 50

CT 4 1 1 2 4 3 5 3 2 2 0
CC 1 3 4 2 0 2 2 2 3 3 3
Sr 3 6 5 4 4 3 4 6 7 4 7

GNP 1 1 1 1 0 4 0 4 0 4 2
ENV 6 4 4 6 7 3 4 0 3 2 3

Table 4. Top Ten Practice Responses

Source: own research 
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assuming that these are the only issues 
that matter – despite these general trends, 
there are marked variations between co-

untries, and this suggests that other factors 
like local, cultural or ethnic concerns may 

be influencing practice in addition to per-
sonal and governmental influences. Even 
though this questionnaire did not cover 
these issues, it also seems highly unlikely 
that a questionnaire could capture the full 
range of actual influences, as one would 
need to figure in the nature of national, 
regional, local and personal influences to 
comprehensively  understand the basis 

for which a principal made decisions abo-

ut school practice. This reiterates the po-

int made earlier about the ‘wicked’ nature 

of the reality that principals deal with.

Further understanding of these figures 
is however derived from an examination 

of the endorsement of particular state-

ments in Fig. 4. In terms of the cultural 
transmission code, there are seven en-

dorsements for Qs. 15 (valuing cultural 
heritage and ) 17 (showing respect for el-
ders), and five apiece for Qs. 13 (singing 
the national anthem, and valuing cultural 
heritage) and Q. 4 (on knowing the coun-

Personal En-
dorsements

Perceptions of Govern-
mental Endorsement

Practise En-
dorsement

Cultural Transmis-
sion 24 30 27

Child-Centred 24 20 24
Social Reconstrction 53 52 53
GNP 19 26 18
Environmental 47 36 42

Table 5. Balance of statements endorsements across the five codes

Source: own research 

try’s history), whilst Q. 2 – distinguishing 
objective fact from opinion - gets three 
endorsements. There are no endorse-

ments for Qs. 7 (student cannot contribute 

much to curricula), 19 (accepting the opi-
nions of teachers), 32 (learning only the 
‘truth’), and 38 (things taught are fact not 
opinion). These results strongly replicate 
the personal and governmental responses.

The child-centred code had similar 

endorsement in practice. Q.36 (on va-

luing students’ opinions) had seven en-

dorsements, whilst Q. 40 (that students 

should value their own opinions). Q. 20 

(students taking responsibility for run-

ning some things in school) received five 
endorsements. Q. 31 (that all opinions 

need to be valued equally) received four 
endorsements, whilst q. 26 – that students 
should learn in their own way – received 

just one. Some statements received no 

endorsements at all. These were 22 (cu-

rricula should focus on students’ intere-

sts), 24(students should focus on lear-

ning what interests them), 27(children 
should learn to chair committees), and 

33(students learning what was impor-
tant to them). Once again, the practice 
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responses mirror the personal responses, 

and are only slightly higher than per-
ceived government levels of approval. 

The social reconstruction code re-

sponses included endorsements from all 

eleven countries for Q.3 (that students had 

both responsibilities and rights) and Q. 8 
(the need to learn skills to build a better 

society). Q.9 (that students need to feel 

they can make a difference) received 8 

endorsements, as did Q. 37(that they sho-

uld help to build a better world). Q 1 (lear-

ning what constitutes a good society) had 
five endorsements, whilst Q. 46 (knowing 
about the past and present to understand 

the future) and 34 (students becoming ac-

tive and critical) received 3 endorsements 

each. Q.5 (inviting discussion and deba-

te) received 2 endorsements; 0nly Q.30 

(on students needing to be critical of cur-
ricular materials) received none. The ove-

rall endorsement reflected the strong and 
very close agreement with the personal 
and governmental columns – whilst there 
was endorsement for all codes, this clear-

ly was the preeminent area of emphasis. 

In terms of GDP responses, Q.12 (the 

need for curricula useful for later life) re-

ceived 7 responses; Q.23 (teaching skills 
for employability) received 4 endorse-

ments, whilst q.18 (skills for future work 
situations received three. Q. 11(learning 
to help the national economy) received 2, 

whilst qs. 14( help their country econo-

mically), and 29(things to help them get a 
job) only received one response each. Qs 

21(that students not the state are responsi-

ble for their economic welfare), 45(to ap-

preciate the importance of a healthy eco-

nomy) and 48 (learning’s main aim is to 
create a skilled workforce) received none 

at all in the top fifteen endorsements, ma-

king it very clear that these principals’ 
practice mirrored their personal views 

– education was seen as much more 

than for economic utilitarian purposes. 

Finally, in terms of the environmen-
tal code, Qs 10 (valuing the lives of all 
creatures) received ten endorsements; q. 
25 (treating the local environment with 
care) received eight endorsements; Qs 
16 (disposing of waste products) and q. 
50 (the interdependency of life) received 

six endorsements each, whilst q. 39 (sa-

ving energy supplies), and 41 (global 
warming as a developing problem) re-

ceived 5 endorsements each. Q.42 (esti-

mating the long term effects of actions) 
received two endorsements, but Qs 28 

(learning about our ignorance of our im-

pact) and 35 (that many actions take a 

long time to have an impact) received no 
endorsements in the top fifteen respon-

ses. Once again, this final column re-

plicates much of what has been seen in 

the personal and governmental columns. 

Looking at pricipals’ views on environ-

mental issues.

Whilst this paper examines the balan-

ce of views that principals in a number of 

countries have about different educational 

values, it initially began from concerns on 
environmental sustainability expressed in 

both research and official bodies of litera-

ture (e.g Cox, 2001, Meadows et al. 2004; 
Flannery, 2004; Stern, 2006; IPCC, 2007; 
Lynas, 2008; WWF, 2008). One might 
have thought that an Education for Susta-

inable Development (ESD) would be top 

of most educational agendas. Yet litera-

ture in this area (e.g. Shallcross and Ro-

binson, 2007; NCSL, 2007; Chapman et 
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al, 2009) strongly suggest that educatio-

nal responses have been slow. As acade-

mics interested in educational leadership, 

this research was therefore prompted by 

the belief that such environmental con-

cerns, in order to be actualized within 
schools, needed to be championed by 

school leaders. This paper therefore pro-

vides a focus specifically on how princi-
pals responding to Environmental Issues.

In terms of the five codes, environ-

mental concerns are ranked the second 

most important area. Figure 6 shows how 
the statements are distributed across the 

three areas and the countries, and it cle-

arly indicates considerable variability.

There are a number of ways 

such data can be viewed. This pa-

per will point up two key findings. 
The first uses an examination of how 

individual environmental statements 

are ranked within the top fifteen state-

ments. Fig. 7 demonstrates how often 
environmental issues were recorded. As 
a particular statement could have been 

selected three times in the top fifteen for 
eleven countries, a potential total respon-

se could have been 33 ‘hits’ (i.e. in all 

three columns for all eleven countries).

Fig 7 clearly indicates that q. 1 – the 
valuing of all lives - is highly rated across 
most countries. Indeed, when one adds 

to this the second most highly rated sta-

tement – that all life is interdependent – 

it seems possible to argue that many of 
these principals have a clear philosophi-

cal stance on environmental issues. The 

following three statements – on caring for 
the local environment, dealing with wa-

ste, and being careful with energy – all in-

dicate a pragmatic endorsement of things 
that can be relatively easily implemented 

by a school community. The next issue – 

of global warming –has been given such 
prominence in the media in the last deca-

de that an acknowledgement of its impor-
tance is not perhaps that surprising. What 
is surprising is the lack of enthusiasm for 
the last three statements. Two of these – 

on our ignorance of impacts, and the lon-

g-term effects of actions – receive no hits 
from any country in the top 15 endorse-

ments in the sample, and the third-bottom 

–estimating the long term effects of ac-

tions, receives only one. This is a troubling 
finding, as it does seem to indicate a lack 
of interest or knowledge in the long-term 
complex effects within and upon environ-

ments. Whilst this paper has already de-

scribed the work of principals in schools 

as ‘complex’ and ‘wicked’, it is possible 

to argue that this has strong resemblan-

ce to the manner in which ecosystems 

functions. If this is the case, then it seems 

to be a perspective – both in school and 

environmental ecosystems that principals 

are unaware of, or which they discount. 

A second way of looking at the data 
is to investigate the support by indivi-
dual countries for this area. Fig 8 does 
this by asking how often, in the top fi-

fteen statements, environmental sta-

tements are rated across the three co-

lumns. If all educational codes were 

supported equally, one would expect 
scores of 3 for each of the five codes. 

Once again, there are strong simila-

rities between personal views, practice, 

and perceptions of governmental empha-

sis within individual national scores, but 

there are clearly strong variations between 
nations, with the US respondents giving 
a very limited endorsement for this area, 

either by themselves or their government.
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Conclusions - pragmatism, practice, 

personal and governmental scores.

This paper will conclude by di-

scussing five issues of note. 
First, the results indicate a wide 

spread of endorsement for all codes. 

Fig 9 shows the perceptions of per-
sonal, governmental, and practi-
ce endorsements for all 11 countries. 

Only the USA is perceived as endor-
sing only 3 codes: the other ten countries 
between them endorse either four or five 
of the codes. This general widespread en-

dorsement for the codes is perhaps best 

explained by the belief that a student 

entering the world after school needs 
a wide spread of understanding rather 
than a focus on selected codes. Princi-
pals and governments then might in vir-
tually all countries be seen as attempting 
to pass on the reins of responsibility to 

the next generation by equipping them 
with a wide range of skills rather than 
ones within a narrow ideological band. 

Secondly, within such endorsements, 

the largest endorsement in all three sec-

tions (personal, governmental, practice) 
was for the social reconstruction code; the 

Rank-
ing Q. and statement No. of 

‘hits’

1 Q.10 – Students should be taught to value the lives of all creatures. 28/33

2 Q. 50 – Students need to know that all life on the planet is interde-
pendent 21/33

3 Q. 25 – Schools need to teach their pupils how to treat their local 
                   environment with care 20/33

4 Q.16 – Schools need to teach students how best to dispose of waste 
products. 16/33

5 Q.39 – Schools should teach pupils how to save energy supplies. 15/33

6 Q.41 – Students need to know that global warming is a developing 
problem 12/33

7 Q. 42 – schools should teach pupils how to estimate the long term 
effects of their actions 1/33

8= Q. 28 – Students need to accept that we are ignorant of the impact 
of much of our behavior on the environment 0/33

8= q. 35 – Students need to know that many actions take a long time 
to have an appreciable effect. 0/33

Table 7. Ratings of individual environmental statements

Source: own research 
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Personal Governmental Practice

5 codes 4 codes 3 
codes 5 codes 4 codes 3 

codes 5 codes 4 codes 3 
codes

Croatia Hungary Croatia England USA Croatia Hungary
England Poland Finland Poland England Poland

Finland USA Hong 
Kong USA Finland USA

Hong 
Kong Iceland Macedo-

nia
Honk 
Kong Iceland

Macedo-
nia Sweden Latvia Macedo-

nia Sweden

Latvia Hungary Latvia
Iceland
Sweden

Table 9. Educational Code endorsement by country

Source: own research 

Rank-
ing Country Personal Govern-

mental Practice

1 Hungary 6 7 7
2 Croatia 4 5 6
3 Hong Kong 4 5 6

4= Finland 4 4 4
4= England 4 4 4
6 Poland 4 3 4

7= Latvia 3 3 3
7= Iceland 3 3 3
9 Sweden 2 3 3

10 Macedonia 1 2 2
11 USA 0 2 0

Table 8. Endorsements of environmental statements by country

Source: own research 
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most muted endorsement was for the GNP 
codes. An initial reaction might be one of 
apparent contradiction here: in a quickly 
changing and globalizing world, one mi-
ght expect that both would be endorsed. 
Yet whilst the social reconstruction code 

is universally supported, even principals’ 

perceptions of government endorsement 
has this code ranked as no more than the 

second lowest. The answer may lie in 

the fact that Social Reconstruction code 

statements didn’t specify skills, attitudes 

and knowledges in any particular area, 
but rather recommended an openness 

and flexibility to a changing world, and 
of the need to give students a feeling of 
empowerment in this world. Perhaps this 
expression of a stance towards an unpre-

dictable world is seen as more valuable 

than the rather more precise equipping 
with particular economic skills knowled-

ges and attitudes which may rapidly date.  
A third point which comes out strongly 

is the closeness of personal, governmen-

tal and practice scores: there does seem to 

be fairly close agreement between most 
principals and their governments on what 
needs to be addressed – and this seems 

to be a perception that this requires the 
ability to ‘spin a number of plates’, rather 

than just concentrate on perfecting the 
skills with one or two. If this is the case, 

then these scores may reflect a real dif-
ference in focus between the pragmatic 
concerns of principals and governments 
on the one hand, and the more theoretical 

and more focused concerns of academics, 

as well, perhaps, as the more unitary gaze 
of the subject specialist class teacher. 

Just as it is part of the academic role to 
analyze particular issues and concerns in 
a manner which develops abstract cate-

gories, so it is the concern of the subject 
class teacher to be able to drill down into 

the ‘deep structure’ of particular subject 

matter.  Yet such particular focus may not 

match well with the reality beyond either 

the school classroom or the University 

campus: principals and their governments 
may then well understand conceptual se-

paration and individual subject valuation, 

but nevertheless believe that the complex 

mélange of values and purposes under-
pinning all of these codes needs to be 
played out in the practice of schools, as 

they attempt to produce a ‘rounded’ in-

dividual who has the qualities to cope 
with the world of the future. Such spe-

culation clearly requires further research.
Fourth, the environmental respon-

ses suggest that many of the principals 
who responded to this questionnaire had 
coherent views about education and the 

environment, centering around the value 
and interdependence of all life. Many also 
seemed engaged in applying such views 
to pragmatic activities like saving energy 
and recycling waste. They also seem to 
have taken on board debates about global 
warming. However, there seemed little 
recognition by them or their governments 
of the need to appreciate the longer-term 
effects of human activity on the environ-

ment, or that we may simply not under-

stand or recognize the impact our activity 
has. This we believe is an important finding 
that needs further urgent investigation.

Finally, the fact that on some codes, 

practice endorsements were not always 

midway between personal or govern-

mental endorsements, suggests that Prin-

cipals practice did not always act as an 

intermediate or mediating score between 
personal and governmental perceptions. 
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In other words, there are certainly other 

influences besides these three categories 
used in this investigation which affect 
principals’ practice. These are highly li-
kely to include, as argued above, national 
differences, school contexts, and indivi-

dual personal factors, not only of the prin-

cipals but of the people with whom they 

deal. The overall conclusion from this 

paper then are twofold. First, principals 

and their governments across a variety of 
different countries do seem to have quite 
a lot in common. They do seem in this 

global picture to share the belief in the 
need to spin many plates, and of seeing 
the school experience as one of preparing 
the student for future responsibilities. 

This understanding, one might assume, 
would necessarily require an appreciation 
of the wicked and complex reality they 

both face. Yet the lack of endorsements 

by either of statements suggesting the 
need to take a longer and ‘wicked’ view 
of their realities suggests that perhaps 
neither the principals nor their govern-

ments fully recognize this complexity. 
To create sustainable schools within a 

sustainable society, as well as a sustaina-

ble environment, a greater recognition of 
such complexity, of such ‘wickedity’ and 

of how to deal with it, may then be seen 

as an urgent area for further investigation.
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