
Abstract

This paper presents the indings obtained from the 
Polish part of the Leading Schools Successfully in 
Challenging Urban Context: Strategies for Improve-
ment project, which involves a nine country partner-
ship between higher education institutions and thirty 
six schools in disadvantaged urban contexts. The pa-
per consists of two main parts. The irst part gives the 
overview of the project and presents the methodolog-
ical approach used in the research. In the second part, 
the underpinning areas of inquiry are: What do the re-
searched successful leaders have in common? What 
do most of the researched successful school leaders 
do? What kind of people become the researched suc-
cessful school leaders? The answers to these questions 
are given on the basis of the preliminary indings.

Keywords: successful leadership, school im-
provement, good practice, challenging schools

Introduction 

This paper is about the heads of the urban schools 
that served children in poor communities and achieved 
impressive academic results. These schools have at-
tained higher levels of achievement than most schools 
in their school districts or most schools in the nation. 
Instead of focusing on schools that merely did better 
than other high-poverty schools, this study examined 
the heads of high-poverty schools that performed better 
than the average for all schools in their school district. 

The paper consists of two main parts. The irst 
part gives the overview of the project and presents 
the methodological approach used in the research. 
In the second part, the underpinning areas of inquiry 
are: What do the researched successful leaders have 
in common? What do most of the researched success-
ful school leaders do? What kind of people become 
the researched successful school leaders? The an-
swers to these questions are given on the basis of the 
preliminary indings obtained from the Polish part of 
the research project, entitled Leading Schools Suc-
cessfully in Challenging Urban Context: Strategies 
for Improvement, supported by the European Com-
mission. The project involves a nine-country partner-
ship between higher education institutions and thirty 
six schools in disadvantaged urban contexts. The aim 
of the project is to increase the understanding of the 
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characteristics and strategies of successful headship 
within and across each school and each country in or-
der to produce and disseminate a European document 
on ‘Leadership Strategies for Improving Schools in 
Challenging Urban Contexts’, which will assist other 
heads in similar schools in their efforts to improve the 
integration of pupils from different social and cultural 
environments and to raise the levels of their achieve-
ments. The project focuses on issues connected with 
the transformation process, especially concerning 
the school leadership and leadership strategies, so 
that others might gain deeper understanding of how 
a school begins, maintains and sustains the journey 
toward excellence for all students. Special attention is 
paid not only to what leadership strategies were used 
by the principal but also to why they were used. Its 
purpose is to contribute to the knowledge of success-
ful school leadership, to increase the understanding 
of successful leadership and leadership strategies in 
high-performing schools situated in challenging ur-
ban environments. This knowledge can be used to 
guide leadership practice, policy, and research. The 
paper provides a good starting point for a dialogue 
with diverse audiences about the successful school 
leadership in disadvantaged urban communities.

1. Overview of the Leading Schools Suc-
cessfully in Challenging Urban Context. 
Strategies for Improvement project 

1.1. The rationale and background of the 
project

The participating countries have met formal-
ly in a preparatory meeting in England.  This was 
a result of previous work in individual countries 
which identiied two key developments: i) school 
reform policies which resulted in decentralisation 
and consequent increased responsibilities for heads; 
and ii) increased alienation of students from their 
schooling, particularly in high-poverty, inner city 
schools. Each country identiied also the lack of 
training for heads who work in these environments.

For each of the participating countries the project 
is a timely initiative. In all participating countries, 
there is an urgent need for examples of good practice 
which identify and examine the characteristics and 
strategies of successful leadership and management 

in urban schools that served children in poor com-
munities and achieved impressive academic results. 
For example, in Greece, the administrative structure 
and functions of schools are being decentralized and 
school-level evaluation strategies established; in Ire-
land, considerable resources have been spent in dis-
advantaged school contexts over the last decade, but 
little attention is paid to the effects of school leader-
ship; in Portugal, the project will provide the basis 
for a broader understanding and analysis of school 
leaders’ roles in the new reform contexts of increased 
autonomy in school administration and manage-
ment; and in Poland, there has as yet been no work 
directed towards understanding the role of heads in 
supporting high-performing, high-poverty schools. 

Over the years, in Poland, we have failed to fully 
understand the true meaning of educational leader-
ship. In educating and training leaders of schools and 
departments, we focus too much on technical pro-
iciency and neglect the area of character. We tend 
to pay attention to areas like inancial management, 
strategic planning, data analysis, etc., and probably 
we are good at teaching these. We are inclined to view 
leadership as an isolated component, as something to 
be added on to other skills. In my opinion, we are 
still in the Dark Ages when it comes to teaching peo-
ple how to behave like great leaders – to somehow 
instilling in them capacities such as courage and in-
tegrity. These, as Teal (1996, p.36) points out, cannot 
be taught and, as a result, many tend to downplay the 
human element in managing. ‘Managing an organisa-
tion is not merely a series of mechanical tasks but a 
set of human interactions’ (Bell & Harrison, 1998). It 
is worth noting that the period of political transforma-
tion, started in Poland in 1989, has brought about new 
legislation, which has become the basis for changes 
in education. From the former communist regime, a 
more open educational system is being built and its 
core curriculum has been developed. Now, the Polish 
school system is distinctly decentralised. The state is 
constrained to providing guidelines and creating a ba-
sic framework for schooling. Each school is admin-
istered locally and possesses a high degree of auton-
omy. Each school has a high degree of control over 
its own decisions and destiny. The basis for this is the 
conviction that a market approach will lead to great-
er eficiency and higher standards. Therefore, school 
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leaders are sometimes torn between their education-
al tasks and economic pressures, between the local 
school council, the staff and different groups of in-
terest within the community. Market orientation also 
characterised the training and development oppor-
tunities for school leaders. The provision of school 
leader training and development is driven by market, 
which is characterised by diversity and choice. There 
is a wide range of providers (universities, advisory 
boards, professional associations, independent train-
ing organisations) and programmes, which differ in 
content and methods as well as quality; however, as it 
has already been mentioned above, they are focused 
mainly on administration and management, not on 
leadership. As to the development of school leaders, 
the state does not interfere at all. The school lead-
er, particularly the ‘Principal’, is seen as the man-
ager of a public institution. In his or her work, em-
phasis has traditionally been put on administrative 
tasks. However, in the last few years, the scope of 
site-based educational responsibility has been en-
larged, bringing with it new tasks for school leaders. 

1.2. The overall aim of the project and 
its specific objectives

The aims of this joint European-wide three-year 
project are to identify, analyse, evaluate and dissemi-
nate strategies to improve school leadership in primary 
and secondary schools in disadvantaged urban com-
munities in nine countries: United Kingdom, Ireland, 
The Netherlands, Greece, Spain, Poland, Portugal, 
Sweden and Finland. It consists of two sets of comple-
mentary, interactive working partnerships, i) between 
universities and schools at the in-country level and ii) 
between the partnerships from each country at the Eu-
ropean level. The main objectives of the project are to:
- conduct case studies in two primary and two sec-
ondary schools in each country (the total number of 
36 schools, schools which are sustaining success in 
communities of social and economic disadvantages) 
in order to identify and examine the characteristics 
and strategies of successful leadership and manage-
ment in those schools; 
- compare and contrast the indings (components and 
strategies of successful leadership) with those in oth-
er countries; 

- identify and examine the (beneicial) effects upon 
school culture, pupil behaviour and community
- gather data in order to develop supportive curriculum 
materials for urban principals used to integrate pupils 
from different social and cultural environments, to 
build the individual and organizational commitment 
of all staff, and to raise the level of achievements;
- increase the understanding of successful leadership 
and leadership strategies in high-performing schools 
in challenging urban contexts in different countries;
- produce the European-wide results in the language 
of each country as a means of improving school 
leadership and, through this, teaching, learning and 
achievements, pilot these with other heads in each 
country.

1.3. Project’s beneficiaries

Heads, teachers and school pupils of all involved 
countries shall be the main beneiciaries. In-country 
participation by heads and others in the data collec-
tion will allow all participants to gain a wider per-
spective on their own work. Heads participation in 
key partnership meetings will enable them to un-
derstand better not only the factors and strategies 
which promote improvement in schools in their own 
countries but also to look for similarities and dissim-
ilarities with others; and to understand the on-go-
ing processes of contemporary urban challenges in 
other European countries. The production of a CD 
containing a set of contextual models and examples 
of good practice, supported by well-grounded theo-
retical perspectives, in English and in the language 
of each participating country will be one important 
outcome of the project. The European-wide dissem-
ination of strategies for improving schools through 
the conference will also constitute an exciting oc-
casion for understanding and bringing closer to-
gether researchers, and heads from across Europe. 

1.4. Research design and methodology

1.4.1. Selecting the case study schools

Schools were selected by using the existing criteria 
for judging successful Principals in high-perform-
ing schools in each country. As a result of a pre-
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paratory meeting between the parties, we agreed to 
deine a successful leader at school level as the one:
- who has worked at school for at least ive years (or 
one year beyond the normal cycle in particular coun-
tries);
- who is widely acknowledged by his or her profes-
sional peers as being a ‘successful’ leader; 
- who achieves a rising level of: ‘value-added’ results 
regarding pupils’ achievements, teacher retention, 
pupil attendance and social climate in the school and 
community.

Schools selected for the project are schools with 
the majority of their students coming from econom-
ically and socially deprived backgrounds where at-
tendance and behaviour problems have existed. 
The selection of schools in which the principals 
met the criterion of providing ‘successful’ lead-
ership was an important element of the research. 

Success was deined by a combination of fac-
tors, including the reputation of the school with-
in the senior ranks of the State Department of 
Education and with other school Principals, the 
reputation of the current Principal, and the State 
recognition of success in terms of outcomes for 
students, including outcomes for students at risk.

1.4.2. Characteristics of the schools

This paper describes indings from four case stud-
ies of Polish schools involved in the Leading Schools 
Successfully in Challenging Urban Context. Strat-
egies for Improvement  project. The schools are:

School A, Primary School. This is a medium-size 
public primary (elementary) school of 430 students 
(17 units), 33 teachers and 13 non-teaching staff. The 
total number of teachers employed in the school: 34. 
The teaching in the school follows the framework 
curriculum containing the obligatory core elements 
of the integrated teaching in 1-3 forms and teaching 
in 4-6 forms. Education in this school lasts six years. 
The graduation from this schools entitles to obtain-
ing the certiicate and to continuing education in a 
gymnasium (lower secondary school in Poland). The 
school is situated in the southern part of the city, on 
its outskirts. The location of the school means that the 
community in which it operates is very varied. Apart 

from the areas which are occupied by the families in 
dire straits, there are areas where middle-class fam-
ilies live: it means that there are students from dif-
ferent social and cultural environments in the school. 
The economic status of the children’s families is very 
differentiated. On the one hand, there exists the prob-
lem of inancially challenged families, while on the 
other, there are quite many pupils coming from fam-
ilies living at the average standard. There is also a 
group of children coming from well-to-do families. 

The school is run by the principal: the principal of 
the school is a woman, who has occupied this position 
since 1991. The principal manages the school activi-
ties and represents it outside. The principal manages 
the current didactic and educational work. The prin-
cipal, in order to carry out her duties, cooperates with 
the teaching staff, parents and student council. In run-
ning the school, the principal is supported by the dep-
uty principal and the chief accountant. Thanks to the 
principal A’s leadership, the school gained a reputation 
for excellent literacy programmes, with results com-
parable to most other schools despite the challenging 
circumstances experienced by many of the students. 
The school won awards for the excellence of its pro-
grammes and staff. The school accomplished a lot of 
projects. It has lots of achievements in country-wide 
competitions. Despite the majority of students living 
in challenging circumstances, school performance is 
comparable to statewide averages. The school has be-
longed to the Polish Leading School Club since 1997 
and to the Schools Promoting Health since 2000. 

School B, Primary School. It is a six-year public 
school, the graduation from this schools entitles to 
obtaining the certiicate and to continuing education 
in a gymnasium (lower secondary school in Poland). 
The teaching in the school follows the framework 
curriculum containing the obligatory core elements 
of the integrated teaching in 1-3 forms and teaching 
in 4-6 forms. The school has 31 teachers and 387 stu-
dents (15 units) in the school year 2005/06 and 31 
teachers and 362 students (14 units) in the school year 
2006/07. There are 16 non-teaching staff. It is an in-
ner city school, the majority of its students live in the 
surrounding neighborhoods, challenged with poverty. 
The school assists these pupils inancially in the form of 
free schoolbooks, clothing, stationery and free meals. 
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The principal, Principal B, is female, she began 
her principalship at the school six years ago and it 
is not her irst principalship. She was a principal for 
5 years (1996-2001) in another urban school and a 
vice-headteacher for a year (school year 2000/01). 
Principal B has managed, together with the teachers, 
to change the negative school reputation from the 
past, the school has changed its cultural climate, has 
established positive links with the community on a 
whole range of levels. In the past, staff’s morale had 
been low and individual self-esteem had been erod-
ed by successive criticism from the school. Conse-
quently, the principal B consistently and vigorously 
promoted staff development, whether through in-ser-
vice training, visits to other schools, or peer support 
schemes. All the teachers share the commitment to 
provide the best learning experience possible for 
every child by adapting sound educational practice to 
the individual student’s learning style, strengths, and 
areas of needed growth. Many extracurricular classes 
and activities have been introduced, a day-care room 
has started to operate. The students have started to 
take part in various competitions on the local and 
national levels and they are successful. The school 
belongs to the network of Schools Promoting Health. 

School C, Secondary School. It is a 3-year com-
pulsory public school (lower secondary school) for 
pupils at the age of 13-16. Education in this school is 
completed with an exam and graduation from it makes 
it possible to learn further in a specialized higher sec-
ondary school (the so-called proiled lyceum) or in a 
vocational school. The school was established and is 
run by the City of Łódź. It is supervised pedagogical-
ly by the local school superintendent. The school has 
485 students (18 units) and 41 teachers. It is situated 
in the city centre, on the outskirts of the Central Łódź 
District (this district lies in the centre of the city) 
and neighbours with the poorest and most neglected 
Łódź-Bałuty District. This central position means that 
the community in which the school functions is di-
verse, next to the places that are described as “Łódź’s 
poverty enclaves”, there are areas which are occu-
pied by middle-class families. That is why the eco-
nomic status of the children is so differentiated. The 
school’s pupils come both from neglected communi-
ties (60% of pupils come from the families affected 

by unemployment, poverty, alcoholism, family vio-
lence etc.) and from well-functioning communities. 
The school assists inancially these pupils who live 
in the inancially challenged families in the form of 
free schoolbooks, clothing, stationery and free meals.

The principal, Principal C, is male and has held 
the position of the principal for 6 years. The school is 
noted for the development of a very positive, friendly 
climate, the development of good facilities, improving 
student literacy results, a high level of parent involve-
ment and highly qualiied, motivated and committed 
staff. From humble physical circumstances, when he 
became the principal, the school has changed to be 
one of the best equipped lower secondary schools 
in the city. It is a school that has a comprehensive 
library, two good computer labs, and well equipped 
classrooms. Feedback from parents and the good 
reputation of the school suggest that this is a quality 
learning environment. Since the school enjoys a ine 
reputation, every year the number of students from 
outside this school’s district increases (they often 
come from remote areas outside the city), these are 
students with high attainments and from well-to-do 
families. The principal was recently awarded the Order 
of the President of Lodz for his services to education. 

School D, Secondary School. It is a 3-year com-
pulsory public school for pupils at the age of 13-16. 
Education in this school is completed with an exam 
and graduation from it makes it possible to learn fur-
ther in a specialized higher secondary school (the so-
called proiled lyceum) or in a vocational school. The 
school was established and is run by the City of Łódź. 
It is supervised pedagogically by the local school su-
perintendent. This is a small-size public secondary 
school of 270 students (11 units), 23 teachers and 10 
non-teaching staff. It is situated in the centre of the 
city, in the Central Łódź District, in the region of the 
old Łódź, which is dominated by old, nineteenth cen-
tury buildings – especially tenement houses from this 
period. The old housing infrastructure, lack of green 
areas and generally of areas promoting sports or other 
forms of physically active pastime contribute to grad-
ual degradation of the facilities in the area, as well 
as to the worsening of the citizens’ health in this part 
of the city. The location of the school means that the 
community in which it operates is quite dificult be-
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cause most of the families dwelling there belong to the 
group of the so-called high social risk families. Many 
of these pupils are brought up in single-parent fami-
lies or in common-law families. This situation often 
results in inancial and parental care problems. Many 
pupils come from families with three or more children 
and these families also have serious inancial prob-
lems, as well as dificulty in obtaining a decent lat. 
They are often affected by serious alcohol problems 
and are under the supervision of a probation oficer.

The principal, Principal D, has been at the school 
for over 20 years, the last ive years of which as the 
principal. She had to struggle to shake off the inher-
ited negative local reputation from the past. Through 
her leadership, the school has changed its cultur-
al climate, has established positive links with the 
community on a whole range of levels, its students 
have started to achieve very good academic results. 
The school is known from the successes in various 
competitions on the local and national levels. It be-
longs to the network of Schools Promoting Health. 

1.4.3. Method 

The data collected from the selected schools con-
sists of: i) documents illustrating school achieve-
ments and student attainments, documents about 
school aims, management, teaching and learning 
structures, staff development, monitoring and as-
sessment procedures, school development planning; 
pupils’ social characteristics, attendance, behav-
iour, achievements; ii) individual interviews with 
the principal (three interviews), the assistant prin-
cipal, the curriculum coordinator (or equivalent), 
up to six other teachers, the school council/board 
chairperson and a school council/board parent mem-
ber, up to eight other parents; and iii) group inter-
views with students (two groups of 5-8 students).

The results will form the central core of the ma-
terials to be developed. This core will be augmented 
with contextual information and the inal documents 
will be in a form which can be used as a means of 
in-service training and development for school lead-
ers in all schools in challenging urban contexts.

Procedures

A variety of quantitative data was used to iden-
tify schools. Once schools were identiied, the re-
search team used qualitative data to generate case 
studies for each school. A team of two or three re-
searchers visited each school. During the visits, the 
researchers interviewed principals, teachers, parents, 
pupils, and other school personnel. The research-
ers used focus groups to gain the perspectives of 
several pupils. Before the site visits, phone conver-
sations with the principals were helpful in identify-
ing important informants and arranging interviews. 
After the site visits, phone conversations with the 
principals helped provide clarifying information.

It is worth stressing that the reliance on princi-
pals as the primary source of data about principal 
leadership limits our understanding. Findings from 
studies of student (Rudduck & Flutter, 2000), teach-
er (Berends, 2000; Silins & Mulford, 2002) and 
teacher, student, ancillary staff, governor and parent 
(Day, et al., 2000) perspectives provide particularly 
rich sources of evidence about principal leadership. 
Whilst there is evidence that principal and teacher 
views on principal leadership are often congruent 
(Gurr, 1996), there is also evidence of difference 
(McCall, et al., 2001; Mulford, et al., 2000, 2001). 
Reliance on principal evidence may not only be 
limiting, but it may lead to ill-founded conclusions. 
Therefore, within the case study research design, the 
Leading Schools Successfully in Challenging Urban 
Context: Strategies for Improvement  project in-
cludes the voices of students, parents and teachers. 

In addition to interviews, the researchers ob-
served a variety of settings, including classrooms 
at different grade levels, cafeterias, playgrounds, 
and hallways. Where possible, researchers observed 
staff meetings or other professional development 
activities. A variety of documents were reviewed 
as well, including campus planning documents, 
programme descriptions, meeting agendas, school 
budgets, achievement reports, and other documents.

Each case study report was intended to describe 
the school, what it had accomplished and the major 
changes that had led to success. Each case study be-
gins with background information concerning the 
school and the community. There is a description of 
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the population served and the academic improvement 
achieved in recent years. Then, the majority of each 
case study report is devoted to: i) the description of 
the topography of the school – school organization, 
management structure, curriculum, extra-curricu-
lar and support programmes, and success; ii) school 
principal’s perceptions – biography and narrative 
proile; iii) characteristics, qualities and strategies 
of successful leadership and management aimed at 
integrating pupils from different social and cultural 
environments, at building the individual and organ-
izational commitment of all the staff, and at raising 
the level of achievements; iv) and beneicial effects 
upon school culture, pupil behaviour and commu-
nity. In most cases, the reports demonstrated the 
contrast between the achievements of the school 
in years prior to the recently introduced reform ef-
forts by the heads and the current state of the school. 

2. Findings

2.1. How critical is leadership to school 

success? What do the researched suc-

cessful leaders have in common?

Case studies of exceptional schools that served 
children who are from low-income families, espe-
cially those that succeed beyond expectations, pro-
vided detailed portraits of leadership and signiicant 
evidence of the critical role played by the principal. 
What the researched leaders have in common is the 
fact that each principal was described as making a 
signiicant difference to the quality of education in 
his or her school, each of them had a direct impact 
on the school and were seen as the engine rooms that 
powered their schools’ success. The positive impact 
of leadership can be demonstrated through the various 
achievements. School communities acknowledged 
the principals’ contribution. These contributions are 
signiicant and have made ‘a difference’ to the qual-
ity of education for the whole school community. 

2.2. What do most of the researched suc-

cessful school leaders do? 

There were a number of similarities identiied: the 
principals focus their efforts on four sets of tasks:

i) building powerful forms of teaching and learning – 
the principals provided direction through their vision 
and enthusiasm; created an air of expectation and ex-
citement of what the school could achieve, especially, 
they held high expectations of student learning and 
student behaviour; they were focused on recruitment 
and retention of good teachers, use of differentiated 
or contingent student promotion policy.
ii) creating strong communities in the school –  the 
inclusive community of students, staff, parents and 
others.
iii) expanding the proportion of pupils’ social capi-
tal valued by the school – principals were focused on 
students and families; they put efforts to increase the 
proportion of children’s social capital valued by the 
school and create meaningful partnerships with par-
ents; 
iv) nurturing the development of families’ education-
al cultures – the principals with the teachers provided 
not only inancial and material support for the fami-
lies but, irst of all, are focused on providing cultural-
ly sensitive parent education programmes. 

Apart from these similarities, I identiied other im-
portant ones in the strategies used to promote school 
quality by the researched principals:

- They painted and articulated their vision of a suc-
cessful school that was augmented by ininite possi-
bilities, creating an air of expectation and excitement 
of what the school could achieve.

- They identiied and pursued an important, visi-
ble, yet attainable irst goal, they focused on the at-
tainment of this irst goal, achieved success, and then 
used their success to move towards another ambitious 
goals.

- They created a collective sense of responsibility 
for school improvement. The shared sense of respon-
sibility was nurtured by joint planning processes and 
reinforced by efforts to involve everyone in key com-
ponents of the school’s work.

- They pay attentions to the share responsibility 
for learning at school teachers  – they wanted their 
teachers to foster students’ sense of responsibility for 
appropriate behaviour and to create an environment 
in which students were likely to behave well. Dis-
cipline problems became rather rare as the schools 
implemented multi-faceted approaches for helping 
students learn responsibility for their own behaviour
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- They redirected time and energy that had been 
spent on conlicts between adults in the school toward 
service to children.

- They created opportunities for teachers to work, 
plan and learn together around instructional issues. 
Time was structured to ensure that collaboration 
around instructional issues became an important part 
of the school day and the school week.

- They made efforts to win the conidence and re-
spect of parents, primarily by improving the achieve-
ment of students. Then they built strong partner-
ships with parents with a view to supporting student 
achievements.

- They created additional time for instruction. In 
some cases, the efforts focused on creating additional 
time for attention to critical instructional issues dur-
ing the school day. In other cases, the efforts focused 
on creating additional time beyond the regular school 
day.

- They persisted through dificulties, setbacks, and 
failures. In spite of various challenges and frustra-
tions, they did not stop trying to improve their schools 
– they see barriers as challenges not impediments.

- They take care of their staff retention – each 
school managed to make dramatic improvements 
without great turnover in teaching personnel. 

To sum up, the case studies indicate that the re-
searched successful leaders of schools in challeng-
ing urban contexts faced challenging circumstances 
that required them to sort through a complex set of 
competing factors in order to establish shared vision, 
priorities and strategies. The principals acted as role 
models and were hands-on, they aligned people with 
the school goals which they set and reset. Once goals 
had been achieved they were reset and adjusted up-
wards which  helped establish a culture of continuous 
improvement. They were not satisied with the status 
quo, they have an agenda that they keep pushing. They 
created a sense of conidence, empowered the staff and 
aligned community and school, staff and school goals. 

The four Polish schools participating in the project 
were different from the other ones in important ways. 
These differences suggest that a broad range of urban 
elementary schools serving poor communities can 
achieve high levels of student achievements. Also, the 
differences suggest that schools may be able to achieve 
academic successes through different means. Some 

of the differences observed included the following:
- Among the four schools, there were schools with 

small and large enrollments. 
- Even though none of the schools would have 

been considered high-performing basing on the 
achievements data from eight years ago, some of the 
schools made remarkable improvement over a three 
or four-year periods, whereas others took ive years 
or longer before experiencing impressive gains in 
student achievements.

- In a few cases, the district ofice played a major 
role in the school’s improvement efforts. In contrast, 
there were other cases where the district played a 
modest role in the improvement process.

2.3. What kind of people become the re-

searched successful school leaders?

The four case studies have demonstrat-
ed that there are some similarities in the prin-
cipals’ personal qualities, characteristics, be-
haviours and approaches. These features are 
consistently associated with successful leadership. 

Four key preliminary indings are particularly im-
portant:

1. Successful principals have personal intentions 
concerning their job and embody them.

2. Successful principals place a high premium on 
their and their staff’s personal-professional develop-
ment.

3. Each of the successful principals possesses 
some distinct, individual, personal characteristics, 
typical only of him/her. There are also a lot of simi-
larities between the examined principals.

4. Successful principals create circumstances that 
are favourable to their work.

All the principals in the study fundamentally ex-
perienced it as a very important and meaningful job 
to be a principal and a leader. Being a principal was 
an active choice for these successful professionals. 
Their most popular reason for entering school was 
‘always having wanted to work with people and for 
people’ and they frequently spoke of the role of their 
commitment to the job, the motivation to work with 
enthusiasm. They said that their commitment to being 
a principal had increased over the course of their ca-
reer and that their motivation remained the same, al-
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beit their work seem to be much more intensiied to-
day than it was in the past (more bureaucratic work). 

These principals often stressed that their personal 
values guided their decision-making, and used phras-
es like, “it’s a calling” or “I have a responsibility to 
the children, the teachers, the school”. The important 
quality was that the intentions concerning their work 
were  not just the educational inspectors’ intentions 
or the aims of the oficial curriculum – they were the 
principals’ own. As one interviewee said: “I felt that 
my work at school  requires that I intend something 
and what I do … I constantly take up that challenge”. 
Thus, not only is it important for these principals to 
have a personal desire or intention to work but ex-
perience is another key factor which facilitates the 
teachers’ effectiveness and their professional suc-
cesses. The researched heads said that experience 
should not be limited to doing the same thing year 
after year, it is essential to seek new challenges.

During the observations of the principals’ work at 
the schools I noted that every principal was energetic, 
enthusiastic and created a positive and work-oriented 
atmosphere among the staff and students. They embod-
ied the fundamental message to the teachers and stu-
dents: teaching and learning are worthwhile activities. 

Generally, we can state that among the researched 
heads there exists a strong drive to self-improve-
ment and usefulness. Self-improvement is an impor-
tant motive and at the same time an aim for teach-
ers. Each of the successful principals stated that the 
high level of his/her and his/her teachers’ profession-
al competences is a result of professional develop-
ment. They pointed out that the ability to take care 
of one’s own personal and professional develop-
ment and their teachers’ professional development is 
an important aspect of their job. The emphasis that 
principals placed on the continuing development of 
themselves and of their staff was an endorsement 
that principals and teachers were the most important 
asset of the school. The  principals believe that it 
is important to invest in teachers and their capabil-
ities, to raise morale and to foster ‘can do’ culture.

It is a very interesting feature that what the exam-
ined principals do is so full of their personality. Each of 
the principals has some distinct characteristics of his/
her personality which make him/her stand out among 
others; frequently, it is a particular talent in a particu-

lar ield or a particular ability or hobby. These prin-
cipals use these characteristics at work, and through 
that they “make use of” themselves, thus they are 
authentic, interesting and engaged. Successful prin-
cipals turned to people with varied professional back-
grounds who worked in collaboration with teacher 
leaders and showed respect for the teaching culture. 
During the observations I noted that each of the prin-
cipals viewed teachers as partners. They respect the 
teachers’ autonomy, their attitudes and intentions and 
they do not try to manipulate them. They do not dis-
tance themselves from the teachers by hiding them-
selves behind a detached and impersonal principal 
role. They protect teachers from extraneous demands 
(they try to minimize their bureaucratic work), and 
look ahead, anticipate change and prepare teachers 
for it so that it does not surprise or disempower them.

The excessive burden of work as a result of in-
creasing external demands, longer working hours, 
increasing numbers of duties at school, making use 
of technical criteria and tests for the assessment of 
pupils’ work, reduction of time planned for relaxa-
tion during work are all factors that inluence princi-
pals’ work. However, the examined principals stated 
that they work out various ways of coping with the 
worsening working conditions. They do not passive-
ly accept the conditions of their work, they do not 
tolerate school conditions. They believe that school 
should add value to pupil learning and address the 
inequalities accounting for large gaps in the learning 
of different groups of students. They try to behave 
in a creative and pro-active way. They treat difi-
culties as some kind of a challenge and despite the 
fact that from time to time they have to face disap-
pointment, they believe that successes are depend-
ent on how active they are, which, in turn, depends 
on their perseverance and consequence in achieving 
the planned goals. They see barriers as challenges 
not impediments. Playing the role of principal is, in 
case of our principals, accompanied by the need of 
successes, which is closely linked with the assess-
ment of their own potential and with their goals.

They do not make the successes they achieve 
dependent only on such work conditions as earn-
ings or school equipment. These factors are 
very important; however, the principals ascribe 
a much greater role in achieving successes to:
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- child-centered orientation in their school, their 
universal philosophies are that every child is impor-
tant, every child can achieve success (every child has 
potential), they are focused on what is in children’s 
best interest. They also believe that not only children 
need to be supported but all members of the school 
community as well;

- good relationships between teachers and their 
commitment to provide the best possible learning 
experience for every child by adapting sound edu-
cational practice to the individual student’s learning 
style, strengths and areas of needed growth. 

Conclusions

The four case studies have demonstrated that prin-
cipals have a key role in the success of schools broadly 
and, in particular, on student outcomes. Even though 
each of our principals had a different personality and 
interpersonal style, they all were expert at working 
with and through others to improve their schools. 
There was evidence that they had a signiicant impact
on student learning through a number of key inter-
ventions that focused on teaching and learning and 
building professional commitment and capacity for 
school improvement. In the conines of this paper, it 
has only been possible to address the overview of the 
project, present the methodological approach used in 
the research and on the basis of the research results, 
make the attempt to answer the following questions: 
What do the researched successful leaders have in 
common? What do most of the researched success-
ful school leaders do? What kind of people become 
the researched successful school leaders? Never-
theless, a wider study would also be appropriate. 

There are numerous research studies on success-
ful school leadership. They have revealed that school 
leadership is most successful when it is focused on 
teaching and learning and that it is necessary, but not 
suficient, for school improvement that leadership 
can take different forms in different contexts. They 
have also pointed at some of the mechanisms through 
which school leadership has its effects. However, 
there are still many gaps in our knowledge about suc-
cessful educational leadership. For example, what 
leadership strategies are used by the principals of 
urban schools that served children in poor commu-

nities and why they are used? Stories of high-per-
forming urban schools from economically deprived 
environments and simultaneous attempts to explain 
how these schools managed to transform themselves 
into high-achievement schools seem to be vital, so 
that others might gain deeper understanding of how a 
school begins, maintains and sustains the journey to-
ward excellence for all students. Special attention can 
be paid not only to what leadership strategies were 
used by the principals but also to why they were used. 
The purpose of further consideration might contrib-
ute to the knowledge of successful school leadership, 
might increase the understanding of successful lead-
ership and leadership strategies in high-performing 
schools situated in challenging urban environments. 
This knowledge, on the one hand, can be used to 
guide leadership practice, policy and research and, 
on the other hand, it might call for vigorous debate 
among the practitioners, policymakers and academics 
who are part of the educational leadership profession.
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