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Lebanese conceptions of effective school leadership: a
cross-cultural analysis
Suha Harb and Rima Karami-Akkary

Department of Education, American University of Beirut, Beirut, Lebanon

ABSTRACT
The study aims to explore effective school leadership from the
perspectives of Lebanese principals and teachers by: (1) identifying
conceptions of Lebanese school practitioners of effective school
leadership; and (2) comparing the emerging Lebanese conceptions
of effectiveness to Western conceptions of instructional and trans-
formational leadership characteristics. The study employed the
grounded theory methodology. Data collection used individual, in-
depth interviews with a sample of 12 principals and 12 teachers
from public, private and private-free Lebanese schools. Data analysis
used the constant comparative approach. The study revealed that
Lebanese effectiveness characteristics are associated with posses-
sing interpersonal skills and exceptional personal traits, and domi-
nated by managerial practices. Few characteristics of effective
leadership similar to Western-based characteristics were found.
Characteristics unique to the Lebanese context were: possessing
heroic personal traits, maneuvering around the rigid bureaucratic
system, and guarding the school from political interferences.
Studies reflecting perspectives on effective school leadership are
non-existent in the context of Lebanon. This study conceptualizes
leadership as a culturally dependent concept and depicts effective-
ness from the perspectives of Lebanese practitioners while identify-
ing the cultural factors shaping it.

Introduction

The literature on school leadership identifies principal leadership as a main component of
effective schools (Southworth, 1990; Stewart, 2006; Leithwood et al., 2010; Thoonen et al.,
2012). While studies reflecting perspectives on effective school leadership and providing
understanding of the leadership in the context in which it is practiced are copious in the
West (Blase, 1987; Daresh, Gantner, Dunlap, & Hvizdak, 2000; Harris, Day, & Hadfield,
2003; Oyinlade, Gellhaus, & Darboe, 2003), they are non-existent in the context of
Lebanon. Culture is increasingly seen as shaping the context within which the school is
located, through defining the dominant value orientations and behavioral norms. Many
researchers (Akkary & Greenfield, 1998; Bajunid, 1996; Dimmock & Walker, 2000;
Hallinger, 1995, 2017; Hofstede & Hofstede, 2005; Karami-Akkary, 2013) have raised
the issue of the portability of knowledge in educational leadership and the limitation of
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transferring ideas from one context to another. They recommend taking a critical
comparative stance to examine the applicability of these ideas. Moreover, the evolution
in the understanding of leadership and the challenges imposed by the culture in which
leadership is practiced made reaching a broad, cross-cultural consensus on effective
leadership a challenging task. As a result, researchers recommend the study of leadership
as a culturally dependent concept (Dimmock & Walker, 2000; Hallinger, 1995; Hofstede
& Hofstede, 2005), using qualitative studies that explore the perspective of stakeholders
impacted by leadership, and that are framed in the context in which leadership is
practiced (Akkary & Greenfield, 1998; Dimmock and Walker, 2000; Hallinger, 1995,
2017; Karami-Akkary, 2013). Cross-cultural comparative studies have revealed notable
discrepancies between conceptions of the principalship as a role (Akkary & Greenfield,
1998; Karami-Akkary, 2013), and as leadership (Bajunid, 1996). For instance, Lebanese
principals revealed unique characteristics of their role responsibilities, which reflect their
cultural context, and which were absent in the role of their Western counterparts (Akkary
& Greenfield, 1998; Karami-Akkary, 2013). Similarly, Malaysian head teachers revealed
forms of leadership services they believed were needed in their context, yet were not
perceived as such in the West (Bajunid, 1996). Thus, significant differences in the
practices and roles of leaders are found across cultures, asserting that cultural values
shape followers’ perceptions of leaders, and that these perceptions vary across cultures.

Purpose

This study provides a conceptual understanding of effective school leadership that is
grounded in the perceptions of teachers and principals in Lebanon. Studies on leader-
ship in Lebanon and the Arab region examined the leadership styles of principals, but
none provided a culturally based understanding of the concept or compared Lebanese
conceptions of effective leadership with Western conceptions (Karami-Akkary, 2013).
As such the study aims to: (1) identify conceptions of Lebanese school practitioners of
effective school leadership; and (2) compare the emerging Lebanese effectiveness char-
acteristics with instructional and transformational characteristics included in
a Western-based effective leadership model that has been constructed from the inter-
national literature. The following research questions served as guideposts for this study:

(1) How do Lebanese practitioners conceive of effective school leadership?
(2) How do Lebanese conceptions of effectiveness compare to Western conceptions

including instructional and transformational leadership characteristics?

Contexts of principals in Lebanon

The governance structure of the Lebanese educational system has unique characteristics
shaping the professional practice of school leaders. Bureaucracy is dominant in K-12
school settings, especially in public schools where principals work under a top-down
hierarchy within a highly centralized system (Akkary & Greenfield, 1998; Karami-
Akkary, 2013). The Ministry of Education and Higher Education (MEHE) mandates
the curriculum, dictates many of the textbooks, and imposes a national examination
system as a condition for graduation. As a result, the principals’ main challenge is to
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hold teachers accountable for maintaining high quality performance within the class-
room (Ghamrawi, 2010, 2011; Mattar, 2012) while accommodating the fact that the
centralized mandates often disregard the school level practitioners’ needs. While in the
private sector principals have some autonomy in making some school decisions
(Akkary & Greenfield, 1998), yet the top down centralization of leadership authority
prevails, depriving school-level practitioners from making strategic decisions and taking
change initiatives. Moreover, Lebanese principals operate in a highly politicized context
that shapes their role responsibilities, forcing them to dedicate considerable time to
political maneuvering at the expense of managing the instructional program (Akkary &
Greenfield, 1998; Karami-Akkary, 2013). Lastly, Lebanese principals receive limited – if
any – formal training prior to their appointment, and only a small percentage have had
exposure to the international leadership knowledge base (Akkary & Greenfield, 1998;
Karami-Akkary, 2013). In the absence of nationally adopted professional standards and
an established performance appraisal system, principals discover their role on the job,
and develop their conception of effectively leading in it. In this work context, this study
examines how Lebanese principals and teachers conceive of effective leadership.

Theoretical framework: effective leadership from an integrated perspective

Many definitions of leadership highlight the ability to provide direction and exercise
influence (Bryman, 2007; Leithwood & Duke, 1999; Leithwood & Riehl, 2003). Studies
on leadership conducted by scholars in the West (Hallinger, 2003, 2005, 2009; Hallinger &
Heck, 1998, 2010a, 2010b; Leithwood, 1994; Leithwood & Duke, 1999; Leithwood & Jantzi,
1999, 2005, 2006; Leithwood & Riehl, 2003) as well as studies exploring perspectives of the
concept (Blase, 1987; Gurr & Drysdale, 2005; Harris et al., 2003) emphasize the conception
of an effective leader as someone who is both an instructional and transformational leader.
Instructional and transformational leadership models have been widely associated with
effectiveness in the international literature (Hallinger & Murphy, 2013; Leithwood &
Jantzi, 2006; Sun & Leithwood, 2012).As an effective leadership model, instructional
leadership directs the principal’s focus to student achievement, whereas transformational
leadership focuses on raising the motivation of employees so that they feel inspired to
work towards achieving the organizational purpose (Leithwood & Jantzi, 2005, 2006).
Scholars postulate that when these two leadership models are integrated, the impact on
school performance becomes substantial (Marks & Printy, 2003). They also point that
adopting a framework that integrates instructional and transformational leadership mod-
els may help reflect more comprehensively the complexity of the principal’s role as it
attempts to positively impact teacher and student learning.

Based on this integrated framework, effective school leadership comprises four main
dimensions: setting directions, developing people, redesigning the organization, and mana-
ging the instructional program (Hallinger, 2003; Leithwood & Riehl, 2003) (See Table 1).

Research design

The study employed a qualitative research design and utilized the grounded theory
methodology originally developed by Glaser and Strauss (1967) and Corbin and
Strauss (2008). The methodology was used to construct analytic codes from the
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collected data, specify their properties, define relationships existing between them,
and generate abstract categories while taking into consideration the contextual spe-
cificities of the setting (Charmaz, 2006). Data collected from the participants were the
only source from which concepts and categories were formed. The theoretical frame-
work constructed for this study has not been used to set pre-conceived categories to
organize the data collected. Rather, it has been held provisionally during data collec-
tion and analysis until categories have been formed. Then, the framework was
compared to the emerging categories to situate the findings of this study in light of
the western literature on effective leadership; thus, ensuring that the results are
grounded in the principals’ experiences in the Lebanese cultural context.

Selection of participants
A group of 24 participants were purposefully selected from 12 schools located in Beirut,
the capital city of Lebanon. Participants have been chosen to be full time/tenured
principals and teachers who have accumulated five or more years of practical experi-
ence, and have thus gained an understanding of a principal’s job and had time to
construct their conceptions of the aspects that would make a principal’s leadership role
effective. Four public, four private and four private-free1 schools were selected, to
represent the majority of schools in Lebanon (Yaacoub & Badre, 2012). From each
category, two medium (serving between 300 and 800 students) and two large schools
(serving more than 800 students) have been randomly selected. From each school, one
principal and one teacher have been selected, bringing the total number of participants
to 24. Demographic details were collected to enrich the data analysis. Tables 2 and 3
provide a profile of the participants.

Data collection and analysis
Individual semi-structured interviews with open-ended questions were used as data
collection tools. Individual interviews were done with all 24 participants. Most
interviews were conducted in Arabic, and were translated to English to be coded.
All of the interviews were transcribed, coded and analyzed following the guidelines
of the constant comparative method (Charmaz, 2006; Gall, Gall, & Borg, 2009;
Merriam, 2009). Analysis involved coding the participants’ responses and generating
themes and sub-themes of the effectiveness characteristics. An individual profile for

Table 1. Theoretical profile of an effective school leader.
Sets directions Builds, communicates and shares the school vision.

Sets school goals while fostering the acceptance of these goals among staff.
Sets high performance expectations.
Monitors organizational performance

Develops people Provides intellectual stimulation
Offers individualized support
Models best practices and important organizational values

Redesigns the organization Creates a productive school culture
Develops organizational structures
Builds collaborative processes
Manages the environment

Manages the instructional
program

Protects teaching time, provides support
Supervises instruction; coordinates curriculum; evaluates instruction; monitors students’
progress and the overall organizational performance of the school
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each participant was developed including the categories, concepts, and excerpts
suggested and stated by that participant. Data triangulation consisted of: (1) per-
forming a member check by the participants of their individual profiles; (2) con-
ducting a second set of individual interviews with a random group of 15
participants, and (3) having a external researcher check the analyses of the inter-
views (Merriam, 2009). The emerging characteristics and sub-characteristics were
first analyzed and compared across individual profiles. This led to the development
of a grounded profile that included the characteristics of effectiveness reported by
more than nine participants. The final step of analysis involved comparing the
emerging (Lebanese) characteristics of effectiveness included in the grounded profile
to international effectiveness elements included in the theoretical framework guiding
the study. This allowed the researchers to identify common themes between both
perspectives, and to highlight the cultural dimensions of the Lebanese characteris-
tics. Despite the attempt to gain a wide understanding of effective leadership as
practiced in different types of schools in Lebanon, this study does not claim that its
findings are generalizable to other school in other regions.

Findings: effectiveness characteristics in the Lebanese context

This section reports the findings of the study by presenting the conceptions of leadership
effectiveness that are included in the grounded profile. Participants’ conceptions of the
characteristics of an effective school leader revealed the following: (1) possession of broad
knowledge and exceptional personal attributes, (2) ability to build strong and effective
human relations, (3) proficiency in setting and managing organizational structures, (4)
effectiveness in guiding instructional processes, (5) engagement in evaluating and mana-
ging administrative tasks and resources, (6) initiation and sustainability of school
improvement, and (7) guarding of the school from political interferences (see Table 4).

Table 2. Participants’ distribution.
Type
Number of schools

Public
4

Private
4

Private-free
4

Size of School Large Medium Large Medium Large Medium

Number of schools 2 2 2 2 2 2
Number of principals Female/Male 2

1/1
2
1/1

2
1/1

2
1/1

2
0/2

2
1/1

Number of teachers 2 2 2 2 2 2

Table 3. Participants’ demographics.

Location School Type
Student
enrolment

Age of
Principals

Years in
position

Age of
Teachers

Years in
position

Greater
Beirut

4 public
4 private
4 private-

free

313 Min
1671 Max
850 Mean

43 Min
67 Max
55 Mean

9 Min
31 Max
20 Mean

31 Min
60 Max
45 Mean

5 Min
37 Max
21 Mean
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Possession of broad knowledge and exceptional personal attributes

Most (84%) participants conceive of an effective leader as someone who possesses
exceptional personal attributes. She/he demonstrates high levels of integrity (respect,
honesty, commitment), an encouraging attitude (decisiveness, approachability, and
open-mindedness), exceptional cognitive and managerial skills,, wide knowledge and
adequate teaching expertise. She/he is considered the ‘main reference at the school’, the
one who ‘solves all school problems’ and ‘offers advice and consultation’ to everyone.
One principal noted:

An effective leader has a strong personality and possesses substantial personal character-
istics such as respect, trustworthiness, honesty, transparency and credibility. She/he is also
reliable, follows through on commitments and keeps promises.

Another principal stated:
An effective leader (a) holds a university degree in education or in fields such as languages,

mathematics, history, or the sciences; (b) has received training andbeen exposed toworkshops
in leadership andmanagement; (c) has gained adequate experience in teaching (aminimumof
5 years) so that she is able to ‘understand the teaching and learning process taking place at the
school’ and make effective communication with teachers and students; (d) has developed
a broad knowledge base which allows her to discuss instructional and curriculum-related
matters as well as other school-related issues with various professionals and craftsmen.

Ability to build strong and effective human relations

All the participating practitioners regard building ‘strong interpersonal relations with
teachers, parents, superiors and the external school community’ as central to effective
leadership. This entails listening to teachers’ and parents’ feelings and concerns, build-
ing mutual trust, solving their problems, motivating teachers by ‘providing them with

Table 4. Effectiveness characteristics in grounded profile.
Possession of broad knowledge and
exceptional personal traits

Possesses special personal traits
Demonstrates people skills
Possesses strong cognitive skills
Possesses theoretical and practical knowledge

Ability to build strong and effective
human relations

Establishes and maintains effective relations with the school’s internal and
external community, including teachers and parents and superiors

Proficiency in setting and managing
organizational structures

Shapes the school’s vision and mission
Develops the school’s organization structure and communicating clear
expectations

Builds teams and consults school members to achieve the school’s vision
Effectiveness in guiding instructional
processes

Closely monitors teachers’ instruction and implementation of the
curriculum

Managing administrative tasks and
resources

Sets and manages the school budget
Provides the necessary resources
Makes legal and financial decisions

Implementing school improvement
projects

Implements improvement projects
Encourages teachers to try new ideas
Copes wisely with teachers’ resistance

Guarding the school from political
interferences

Protects the school from the surrounding political interferences
Enforces school regulations
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benefits, incentives and rewards’, and consulting with superiors before making major
decisions. One school teacher stated:

An effective leader welcomes whoever is willing to talk to her/him, be it parents, teachers
or students. She/he is attentive to their concerns and feelings and helps out in any problem
they face whether personal or work-related. She/he makes people believe that she/he is
willing to do whatever is in her/his power to help them.

One public school principal described his relationship with teachers as an indicator of
his effectiveness:

In Lebanese public schools, it is common for teachers to call in sick and not show up at
school for a few days. At my school, no teacher would do that because of the good
relationships I have with them. I make teachers feel comfortable by catering to their
needs. It is this good relationship between the leader and the school staff that leads to
an effective teaching/learning process.

Another public school principal explained the leader’s effective role in establishing
connections with the Ministry:

An effective leader should have excellent relations with the Ministry directors: she/he
provides regular reports and continuous feedback about the school performance.Moreover,
her/his decisions should be respected by the ministry supervisors when it comes to making
some renovations at the school or deciding on firing or recruiting teachers.

Proficiency in setting and managing organizational structures

Seventy percent of participants regards effective leadership as shaping the school’s
vision, mission and goals, ‘building teams and assigning responsibilities to team mem-
bers’, developing rules and an organizational structure, and ‘communicating clear
expectations for students and teachers’. On setting the school vision, one teacher stated:

An effective leader works with heads of divisions and school coordinators on adjusting the
school’s mission and vision whenever needed. She/he then conducts meetings with the
school staff to explicitly communicate this vision to them and to agree on the methods of
implementation to achieve that vision.

Another principal explained how a leader influences the established vision of the
school:

An effective leader influences the school vision put forth by the school founders. She/he
guides the school members towards achieving it in ways that she/he finds convenient,
while taking into consideration the general guidelines set by the founders. The leader then
establishes the internal school policy and crafts the specific details and rules by which she/
he guides the school staff towards achieving the general school goals.

A teacher focused on the importance of building teams, stating:

An effective leader cannot solely manage all school details, so she/he must develop a team of
experts which includes heads of divisions, coordinators, and administrative workers to whom
the leader delegates specific tasks. Building the leader’s team is for the mere purpose of
ensuring that a leader doesn’t take decisions without consulting first with a team of experts.
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Effectiveness in guiding instructional processes

Eighty one percent of practitioners conceives of effectiveness as closely monitoring the
instructional process taking place at the school, and checking whether and how learning
is happening. Participants viewed effective leaders as people who read unit plans, attend
classes, monitor teachers’ instructional performance and curriculum implementation,
check examinations, provide teachers with professional development opportunities, and
recruit and induct new teachers. One teacher stated:

Even though coordinators provide feedback about teachers’ instructional performance,
a leader must attend classes and make drop-visits to observe teachers’ instruction. A leader
should also observe teachers from outside the class, when they are not aware of her/his
presence, to know how a teacher ‘truly’ performs in class.

Another principal added:

An effective leader keeps an eye on students’ academic achievement, sets the general
criteria for students’ evaluation, works with coordinators and heads of divisions on
supervising teachers’ lesson planning, proposes the school evaluation policy and the
grading system, supervises the scope and sequence of the curriculum, decides with teachers
and coordinators upon the textbooks that best serve the curriculum, and then “leaves
freedom for teachers and coordinators to work freely within these guidelines”. In addition,
the leader must be involved in school matters indirectly through her team who continu-
ously supply her/him with feedback.

Engagement in evaluating and managing administrative tasks and resources

Sixty three percent of participants considers managerial tasks such as setting budgets,
providing necessary resources, conducting summative assessments for the school,
managing day-to-day administrative functions, and taking legal and financial decisions
as key to leadership effectiveness. One principal stated:

“An effective leader accomplishes the day-to-day administrative and managerial tasks and
is in charge of improving the school’s financial, social and psychological environments.”
She/he supervises the financial operations and works with teams on setting the general
school budget based on the needs of the teachers.

Another teacher added:
The leader sets the school budget based on the recommendations of the heads of

division, coordinators, and teachers who make annual plans for their respective depart-
ments, and accordingly indicate the budget they need to implement their plans. An
effective leader thus oversees the planning process, provides and approves of the
required amounts of money and supervises that money is being well spent.

Initiation and sustainability of school improvement

Fifty four percent of participants viewed effectiveness as entailing inducing change
including implementing new projects and encouraging teachers to try out new ideas.
One principal stated:
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An effective leader welcomes suggestions from coordinators or teachers about new instruc-
tional strategies or new book series, etc. such that they justify the reasons behind their
proposed change in the form of a detailed report indicating the need for that change and its
anticipated effects. Then they meet together, discuss the change and take the necessary action.

Participants agreed that effective leaders plan for change before initiating it and deal
with teachers’ resistance as a big challenge facing them when imposing change. One
teacher stated:

Effective leaders make teachers comprehend the importance of inducing change. They
make use of other people: first they work with the elite, and then extend the team they
work with after they manage to make teachers develop a sense of competition and
enthusiasm to try out that change. If teachers fail to adopt this change, leaders should
just impose it, set deadlines for its implementation, and hold teachers accountable for that.

Guarding of the school from political interferences

More than half of participants (54%) conceive of the effective leader as the school’s
guardian from the surrounding political mayhem in the larger community. She/he
protects the school from the challenges posed by outside politicized interferences
demanding special favors in violations of the school policies. One principal explained
how interferences in school matters might affect outcomes; she stated:

An effective leader prevents outside parties from interfering in school-related matters such
as teachers’ recruitment, students’ promotion to new classes, etc. For instance, a leader
shouldn’t allow a failing student to be promoted to a new class no matter which political
leader advises otherwise.

Another teacher agreed:

A leader mustn’t be hesitant when it comes to enforcing the law to safeguard the school.
An effective leader should try hard not to accept interference from any religious or
political party demanding exemption from the measures holding accountable those who
do not abide by the law.

A comparative analysis of effective leadership

In this section, the Lebanese grounded conceptions of effective leadership were com-
pared against each of the four dimensions of leadership outlined in the study’s adopted
framework. The aim behind comparing both conceptions of effectiveness is to under-
stand the extent to which Lebanese and Western-based effectiveness characteristics
align, and to examine the cultural dimensions that might have shaped the Lebanese
perspective.

Setting directions

According to the Western perspective, setting directions are viewed as leaders establish-
ing a common moral imperative which drives people’s work and leads them to move
together towards achieving excellence in their organization (Leithwood, Day, Sammons,
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Harris, & Hopkins, 2006). Results of the study reveal that while Lebanese school
practitioners associate the principal’s leadership effectiveness with setting directions,
they consider it confined to setting the school’s operational rather than strategic goals,
and to monitoring the implementation of the school programs as the main mean to
direct the school in one direction.

Building the school vision
Based on the Western perspective, an effective leader builds a shared vision that
emphasizes learning, sets goals that embody the best thinking about teaching and
learning, and engages in dialogue with the school community, to create shared mean-
ings about these goals (Leithwood & Riehl, 2003). In the Lebanese context, although
participants mention building the school vision as an aspect of effective leadership, they
don’t conceive of effectiveness as ensuring that this vision encompasses the best
thinking of teaching and learning or as comprising creating shared meanings about
the excellence of schooling with the school members.

First, Lebanese conceptions reflect the exclusivity rather than the distribution of
leadership, where there is a general belief that teachers are not well-prepared to
participate in the process of setting the vision. While the Western perspective conceives
of an effective leader as having an essential role in collaboratively constructing shared
school goals, the grounded perspective portrays effective leaders as those responsible to
discover on their = = what is best for the school on their own, formulate clear goals and
procedures and ensure that procedures are accurately followed. There has been no
indication in the responses of most participants that effectiveness is associated with the
practice of collectively constructing these goals, or of facilitating dialogue to help create
shared meanings prior to adopting these goals.

Second, setting a vision as conceived by Lebanese practitioners, appears to translate
into deriving operational goals for a strategic vision that is bureaucratically imposed.
Moreover, participants’ responses clearly indicate that priority is always accorded to the
enforcement of regulations that preserve conformity of practices and ensure the
school’s functioning, rather than on setting goals that focus on student learning.

Monitoring organizational performance
Both conceptions reveal that an effective leader must have an essential role in monitoring
organizational performance as a mean to setting directions; however, differences are found
in the practices that this monitoring is conceived to include. According to the theoretical
profile, monitoring includes gathering systematic evidence about the school to assess its
performance on multiple levels: teachers’ and students’ performance, the implementation
of school programs and the overall school effectiveness (Leithwood et al., 2006; Leithwood
& Riehl, 2003). However, the Lebanese grounded conception emphasizes monitoring as
a process of inspection and micromanaging the teachers’ implementation of school
programs.

Setting high expectations
According to the Western theoretical conception of effective leadership, setting high-
performance expectations includes inspiring school members to reach high levels of
performance and encouraging them to see that the challenging goals being pursued are
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in fact achievable (Leithwood & Riehl, 2003), yet the emerging Lebanese effectiveness
conception fails to reflect this aspect. In the Lebanese context, the conception of effective-
ness seems to involve ensuring that teachers complete their mandated tasks without much
concern with the quality or with challenging these teachers to aim for excellence. At several
points, participants considered that effective leaders assign coordinators and heads of
divisions to follow up on teachers’ planning and instructional practices through frequent
unannounced visits, to make sure teachers are following directives. Their examples did not
show that teaching excellence was a goal for teachers to attain.

Developing people

According to the Western theoretical conception, developing people entails building
teachers’ capacities through intellectual stimulation, individualized support, and modeling
best organizational practices and values, especially learning (Leithwood et al., 2006;
Leithwood & Riehl, 2003). While Lebanese participants conceive of effectiveness as
developing the school’s human resources, they neglect to associate it with offering
individualized opportunities for teachers to learn. Instead, they seem to be focused on
building social relations with teachers as the only means to secure their commitment, and
on modeling dedication to learning as an invitation for teachers to develop their abilities.

Individualized capacity building
Based on the Western conception, building teachers’ capacity entails offering learning
opportunities that stimulate teachers’ thinking, address their professional needs, and
develop their intrinsic motivation for improvement. As such, an effective leader is viewed
as someone who encourages teachers to reflect on their practices and helps them work
through the challenges they face as part of their jobs.

While Lebanese conceptions of effectiveness include providing professional develop-
ment opportunities for teachers, most principal participants do not mention the leader’s
role in attending to teachers’ individual needs. Based on their responses, professional
development of teachers is restricted to providing sporadic resources to attend
a number of workshops on an annual basis based on what they consider is needed to
improve teachers’ performances in different areas.

Despite the limited view of leadership effectiveness concerning building teachers’
capacity, Lebanese participants’ views include another aspect related to developing
people: building the capacity of the parents. They believe that providing workshops
to parents indicates effective leadership as it helps create shared meanings with them
about all aspects of instruction taking place at the school.

Role modeling
Based on the Western theoretical conception, an effective leader models best organiza-
tional values, especially lifelong learning, by setting personal developmental goals to
pursue. Similarly, Lebanese participants associate leadership effectiveness with role
modeling; however, some discrepancies exist. In the Lebanese context, participants‘
views do not seem to include being transparent about their own learning with teachers.
Instead, role modeling is merely restricted to setting an example of abiding by profes-
sional ethics including enforcing discipline and high respect for the law. In the Lebanese
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context, calling on teachers to be decent professionals and to conform to school rules
can seem to be widely considered as aspirations in the prevailing lawlessness and
politicized bureaucracy (Karami-Akkary, 2013) of the Lebanese culture.

Redesigning the organization

According to the Western theoretical conception, redesigning the organization entails two
aspects: (a) possessing the ability and the power to make transformative and structural
changes, and (b) enabling the school to function as a professional learning community
(Leithwood & Jantzi, 1999; Leithwood & Riehl, 2003). While the study’s results reveal that
conceptions of effectiveness include improving the organization as key responsibility of
the leader, there is no evidence that the participants’ conceptions of effectiveness include
the ability to redesign or to initiate changes that transform the organization.

Restructuring for change
According to the Western conception, an effective leader is someone who critically
examines structures and initiates changes to establish positive conditions for teaching
and learning (Leithwood & Riehl, 2003). In the Lebanese context, most participants
were rather focused on portraying the leader’s role as an ‘executive’ responsible for
implementing school policies set forth by the Ministry or by the founding institution.
Change in that context meant coming up with ideas that can help them best execute the
directives of these policies. This finding is in line with Karami-Akkary’ study (2013),
where principals’ accounts of their role as change agents in their schools did not extend
beyond the principals making technical changes that fell short of challenging profes-
sional norms or existing policies – as transformational change entails.

Fostering a professional learning community
According to the Western conception, an effective leader enables the school to function
as a professional learning community where the focus is on facilitating professional
collaboration among school members through building structures and processes that
enable this collaboration. The Lebanese conception of effectiveness does not convey the
centrality of facilitating the interaction of school members, to build a collaborative
learning community. The participants seem to believe that the role of effective leaders is
merely to invite school members to work together rather than to provide structures and
processes that facilitate this collaboration. In fact, participants’ understanding of the
term collaboration seems to be limited to building effective relations with teachers as
a mean to convince teachers and school staff of the leader’s ideas, rather than engaging
in authentic dialogue to generate ideas.

A notable similarity between the Western and Lebanese conceptions is viewing
effectiveness as bringing together people from the outside school community to actively
contribute to the school (Hallinger, 2003; Leithwood et al., 2006; Leithwood & Riehl,
2003). The participants’ responses highlighted two aspects through which effective
leaders can bring the community to facilitate the teaching/learning process, they are:
(a) bringing in community’ volunteers to give remedial sessions to students with
learning difficulties; and (b) supporting parents in their fundraising campaigns to
increase the school’s resources. Fulfilling these tasks by Lebanese school leaders is
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considered evidence of their effectiveness and a venue to positively impact the learning
process at school.

Managing the instructional program

According to the Western theoretical conception, leadership effectiveness entails pro-
viding all the organizational conditions that facilitate the process of instruction making
it the main priority at the school (Hallinger, 2003). Similarly, Lebanese conceptions of
effective leadership emphasize the leader’s role in supervising instruction; however,
participants’ views reflect a narrower conception of instructional supervision than the
one expected from their Western counterparts. Lebanese conception of effectiveness is
restricted to providing summative evaluations on teachers’ instructional performance.
Moreover, most participants’ responses revealed a limited scope for this evaluation and
for the role the principal plays in it. In fact, the Lebanese grounded conception reflects
the role as restricted to micromanaging teachers’ work and inspecting the extent to
which they are conforming to prescribe directives, instead of monitoring the imple-
mentation of the curricular plan through focusing on its learning outcomes as the
Western effectiveness conception entails.

Aspects unique to the grounded profile in Lebanon

Three aspects of effectiveness, unique to the Lebanese context, emerged from the data .
These are: (1) effectiveness as possessing heroic personal traits; (2) effectiveness as
bureaucratic maneuvering; and (3) effectiveness as protecting the school from political
interferences.

Effectiveness as possessing heroic personal traits

Lebanese practitioners still seem to be holding a conception of the leader as
a ‘superhero’, an exceptionally talented role model, and a caring parent figure. This
conception portrays effective Lebanese leaders as possessing heroic personal traits, skills
and attitudes, broad knowledge and extensive practical expertise, and, hence, are the
‘know it all’ at their school. Findings also reveal that effective leaders use these
exceptional skills to take care of others; a view very much in line with the results
from Karami-Akkary’s (2013) study, in which principals perceived their role as ‘par-
ental figures’ well positioned to be the sole decision makers in their school. The
association of parenting with effectiveness reflects the paternalistic-culture and the
high power concentration (Hofstede & Hofstede, 2005) characteristic of Lebanese
societies, where people accept granting unlimited authority to those in leadership
positions as a norm.

In Western literature, the Great Man and trait theories (Zaccaro, Kemp, & Bader,
2004) prevailed as models of effective leadership in the early decades of the twentieth
century. Since then, conceptions of leadership effectiveness have drastically evolved, to
include new models, such as the instructional, distributive, and transformational.
Though possessing special personal traits remains inherent to these models, yet it
constitutes an insufficient characteristic. While the Western leadership literature is
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filled with calls to abandon the view of the ‘complete leader’ (Ancona et al., 2007), the
results of this study reveal that the Lebanese conceptions of effectiveness are still
dominated with this view.

Effectiveness as ‘bureaucratic maneuvering’

The Lebanese conceptions of effective leadership seem to be shaped with what can be
described as ‘bureaucratic maneuvering’, a unique aspect resulting from the practice of
leadership within the confines of a rigid bureaucratic system where the principal’s role
is mostly that of the bureaucratic executive. As such, in the Lebanese context, the ability
to maneuver around the rigid system to ensure the proper functioning of the school is
characteristic of effectiveness.

Though participants’ views of effectiveness include building the school vision, advo-
cating for change, motivating teachers and showing support to their needs, the analysis
revealed that their conceptions do not reflect the practices and meanings associated
with these terms in the West. For Lebanese practitioners, effective leadership is por-
trayed as the ability of the leader to dutifully execute, rather than jointly construct
a vision of their school that in most cases is not even their own, and to impose it on
their followers. As the executive, the Lebanese principal’s main goal becomes the
communication of this vision as prescribed directives to the school community. This
conception is far from the Western-based conception of transformational leaders that
comprises inspiring the school members to collectively construct shared meanings of
the vision (Leithwood & Riehl, 2003).

In addition, the Lebanese conception reflects a view of effectiveness that emphasizes
introducing change, yet it is in stark contrast with the understanding of change found
in the Western view of transformational leadership. The latter comprises introducing
a critical change that challenges norms and underlying assumptions to improve learn-
ing. However, the Lebanese conception comprises a limited role for the leader in
organizational change that does not exceed initiating sporadic improvements that are
administered within the confines of the existing structures, and that do not threaten the
current practices, norms, and policies.

Moreover, there seems to be no indication by Lebanese participants that they view
effective leaders as those who value their staff’s potential, and believe in their ability to
perfom any task they feel inspired to do. Instead, their responses reflect a view of
effectiveness that is focused on managing staff members as bureaucratic workers
expected to perform the basic minimum, rather than as professionals.

Effectiveness as guarding the school from political interferences

Historically, Lebanon has not been able to lessen the sectarian divisions and the social
inequalities that affect its society. This has led to a politically unstable situation in the
country, leaving a negative impact on its educational system (Frayha, 2009). In both
private and public schools, most educational policies and decisions are based on
political considerations that often take precedence over professional judgment. This
happens as a result of direct interference from politicians in school decisions, such as
selecting teachers or requesting the promotion of failing students because of special and
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non-educational considerations, which result from the decisions related to their poli-
tical alliances and religious affiliations (Akkary, 1997). In this context, it comes as no
surprise that Lebanese practitioners conceive of effective leadership as success in
shielding the school and its members from political interferences; namely, any inter-
ference in school decisions, and, as a result, enforcing school rules and buffering the
school from any ‘favors’ to political or religious parties. Rather than stressing on
modeling professional practices as a characteristic of effectiveness, Lebanese respon-
dents label as effective the leader who can maintain basic ethical standards of practice at
their schools in the face of such interferences. What makes this aspect unique to the
Lebanese context is that it comes in contrast to the common practice on the interna-
tional scene, where ethics are viewed as basic expectations to win membership in any
institution. As such, conceptions of effectiveness focus on indicators that reflect the
leader’s ability to enforce high-quality professional practices.

Conclusion

The differences in characteristics of effectiveness found in this study confirm what has
been asserted by many international researchers (Bajunid, 1996; Dimmock and Walker,
2000; Hallinger, 1995; Hofstede & Hofstede, 2005; Karami-Akkary, 2013):leadership is
not a context-free concept, and that culture – as the source of values that people share
in a society – shapes the followers’ perceptions of leaders.

In Lebanon, the organizational culture within which school leaders work is shaped
by a system that is bureaucratic and authoritative (Karami-Akkary, 2013),mirroring
norms of power concentrated societies. This means that organizational power within
Lebanese schools is distributed unequally between school members, privileges are
exclusive to people in authority positions, and practices, such as collaboration are not
valued and difficult to attain (Hofstede & Hofstede, 2005). Moreover, a highly politi-
cized context dominates Lebanese educational institutions (Karami-Akkary, 2013),
justifying the constant interferences of political and religious leaders in decisions related
to the daily functioning of the school. Within this cultural context, it is not surprising to
find unique leadership effectiveness characteristics associated with possessing interper-
sonal skills and heroic personal traits, and dominated by managerial practices both
organizational and instructional

Despite the limitations of the study, including the small sample and the inclusion of
schools from one region in Lebanon, we conclude that the conceptualization of effective
leadership in Lebanese schools presents a challenge to the Western conceptualizations
of effective leadership. It demonstrates the risk of international scholars’ premature
celebration of widely accepted conceptions of effectiveness as universally applicable
once they are unchallenged within their local cultural context. It also offers additional
evidence to the need for a critical examination of effective leadership conceptions
through a cultural comparative lens, if the aim is promoting responsiveness to the
demands imposed by the local cultures.

In the case at hand, elements of leadership conception stand in contrast with what
the democratized West considers effective, and can be considered as falling short of
meeting the widely accepted Western characteristics (Hofstede, 1981). However, we
contend that these differences do not necessarily make the perceived characteristics of
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effective leadership in Lebanon deficient; instead, they make them more responsive to
and grounded in its context. Western-based conceptualizations of effective leadership
do not always respond to Lebanon’s social and political make-up, imposing expecta-
tions that might be unrealistic, if not undesired in this context.

This issue raises the question of which model to adopt and what should become part
of the knowledge base to inform leadership practice in Lebanon. It also brings up the
additional challenge of whether any internationally accepted characteristics of leader-
ship effectiveness should or could be sought. Consequently, one might need to accept
the fact that the espoused theory (Argyris & Schön, 1974) of effective leadership in the
Lebanese context could be a sufficient building block in its knowledge base. As
Donmoyer (1999) recommended more than a decade ago, the ‘big tent’ of the educa-
tional leadership knowledge base can incorporate actionable theories as long as they are
effective in informing practice. If we are to continue the quest for an international
knowledge base, further studies are needed to generate more locally grounded models,
and to refine these models in light of their impact on practices. In addition, cross-
cultural comparative studies need to be carried out to examine the characteristics of the
locally grounded models, to provide a better understanding of the impact of the social
and political context on leadership effectiveness.

To conclude, the insights gained from this study can constitute a rich resource for
local policymakers, trainers, and practitioners. It preempts the obstacles reformers
might face as they implement models that ignore the cultural uniqueness of practice
and school leaders’ contextually shaped roles and professional needs. Finally, this
grounded conception of effective leadership reflects the Lebanese practitioner’s
espoused theories and wisdom of practice while also capturing internationally accepted
characteristics. Thus, it can constitute an applicable frame of reference upon which
policymakers can refer to when setting national standards for effective educational
leadership practice.

Note

1. Private-free schools are tuition-free schools which are publically funded yet run by private,
often religious, institutions.
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