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Abstract 
 
This study explores the career progress of three public kindergarten principals in the UAE. 
Narrative inquiry within the three-dimensional space approach (Clandinin and Connelly 2000), 
is used as a methodology to re-live and re-tell significant events in the personal, social and 
professional life stories of the principals. Their accounts are analysed to examine the influence 
of the UAE’s socio-cultural, political and institutional/organisational contexts on their career 
progress as school leaders. Inspired by Dewey’s (1938) theory of experience, the key 
underpinnings of the study’s conceptual and theoretical frameworks are identified as 
professionalism, career progression and leadership. 
 
The professionalism of school teachers and leaders had been criticised by the national and 
international communities due to poor educational outcomes and lack of qualified school 
teachers and leaders. The UAE Vision 2021 initiated a transformational plan for change in 
education, which emphasised that professionalisation of school leaders and teachers is key 
for the country to meet societal and international expectations. Furthermore, early childhood 
education was regarded the stepping stone for constructing children’s personalities and the 
foundation of their education and future. However, rapid changes in the global and national 
education reforms, mainly multiple series of international policy-borrowing/transfer, impose 
many challenges to the UAE public school and kindergarten leaders’ daily work and career 
advancement. These challenges impose external pressures leading to internal tensions that 
challenge their perceptions of professionalism, and might hinder their professionalisation and 
career progress. 
 
The principals noted the significance of the preparatory socialization processes (culture, 
society, family, education institutions, peers and reference groups) in the formation of their 
personal and professional identities and experiences, and in facilitating their career progress. 
However, the findings also highlighted aspects of the socio-cultural context that impeded the 
principals’ career choices. Additionally, centralisation/managerialism, standardisation and lack 
of contextualised professional development were the main challenges principals faced in the 
organisational socialisation processes.  
 
Thus, the study encourages school/kindergarten principals to carefully ‘read’ their social 
structures and systems, and let professional responsibility guard their professionalism and 
agency, through engaging in continuous cycles of professional self-evaluation and owning 
their achievements. For officials and policy makers, the study also proposes the prioritisation 
of context and people over spiritless statistics while creating improvement and 
professionalisation plans. Two ways are suggested: through empowering school/kindergarten 
leaders, and using interpretative approaches for a comprehensive and holistic understanding 
of the context. 
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Impact Statement 
The UAE Vision 2021 identified the professionalisation of public school leaders and teachers 

as a target for meeting educational, societal and international expectations. Despite 

consecutive reforms, principals are still criticised for their lack of professionalism. 

 

This doctoral thesis studied the professionalism of three UAE kindergarten principals by 

tracing their personal and professional development biographies in the comprehensive context 

of the UAE’s history, socio-cultural, political and economic narratives. 

 

The study found that this multifaceted context, alongside the private and collective biographies 

was significant in creating inseparable and intertwined landscapes contributing to the personal 

and professional identities of these principals and their leadership characteristics. Hence, the 

study suggests, to government officials/policy makers, educational organisations and the 

private and international consultants, the need to integrate interdisciplinary knowledge and 

context in the principals’ professional development programmes, and during all formal and 

informal communications with them. Additionally, the findings encourage multi-agency 

working between the UAE’s government organisations, including relevant public and private 

service providers, to embrace unity among all stakeholders (school/kindergarten staff, 

officials/decision makers, and the extended community), through raising awareness about 

early childhood, instilling shared values and supporting professional responsibility/ 

accountability in the principals’ leadership roles. 

 

This research found that hasty, results-driven cultures of inconsistent performance evaluations 

and excessive summative assessments and statistics, influenced by the international and 

national educational reforms, increased external and internal pressures on these principals. 

The rigid bureaucratic organisational system, the lack of comprehensive knowledge of the 

UAE education field and practitioners and the absence of supportive well-established 

professional societies complicate the challenge. This demotivated school leaders resulting in 

a lack of professional responsibility, reluctance to learn and disenchantment about progress 

and career advancement. The findings recommend constructing contextualised professional 

development programmes that integrate self-reflection for informed practices with 

accountability based on the UAE accreditation frameworks. They show that embracing the 

principals’ experiential feedback motivated their professional learning and improvement, 

enhanced their self-reflections and reinforced their ownership of tasks and achievements.  
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The research encourages the UAE Government, national and international researchers to 

conduct interpretative forms of empirical research to support constructive, ongoing 

collaborative communications amongst and between the officials and practitioners. Narrative 

inquiry and in-depth conversations encouraged participants to re-live their career journeys, 

reflect on their experiences and share proudly their achievements. This boosted their 

recognition of their strengths and abilities, developing their aspirations for future advancement.  

  

Officials and decision-makers in the UAE educational organisations are urged to value and 

empower the public kindergarten/school principals through designating/promoting them to 

autonomous leadership roles. utilising their professional and tacit knowledge and skills. Well-

planned performance evaluations/inspections and impact measures could motivate and 

unleash innovation and creativity, thus improving the principals’ professional knowledge and 

leadership skills, scaffolding principals’ agency toward professional/career progress. Together 

with multi-agency working, this could create a coherent national narrative for personal, 

organisational and social improvement. 

 

Findings from this research will contribute to the growing international experiential literature 

about educational reform in the UAE and GCC countries, providing contextual insights for 

international consultation programmes and national educational policies. 
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My professional learning journey 
 
In 2002, my brother suggested that I help him oversee the family’s newly founded private 
international bilingual school. I was surprised by his request since I had not considered going 
back to work having committed myself to being a housewife and mother for eleven years. 
When I asked him why, he replied, ‘Because you know our context and people well, you are 
bilingual and aware of cultural diversity in the country, you love education and you care about 
children’s upbringing and their learning’. He was right. His words motivated me, and certainly 
convinced me to join him on this unexpected venture. I was very enthusiastic about my work, 
and engaged in most of the school’s middle and senior leadership meetings and workshops: 
the academic, administrative and the pastoral ones. However, a comment made by a parent, 
‘The chairman has asked his sister; a housewife to run the school with him’ made me realise 
that, although a university graduate, I needed more than ‘care’, ‘bilingualism’ and ‘socio-
cultural awareness’ to fulfil my responsibility as an executive team member/governor in 
leading the school. I needed professional experience and up-to-date professional knowledge 
to support my personal views on education in a globalised ‘supercomplex era’ (Barnett, 2008). 
I also needed to validate and advance my practical and implicit knowledge in teaching and 
learning, intercultural communication and leadership. In summary, I needed to learn how to 
improve my work and develop my understanding of care and learning for children and youth. 
 
This inspired me to join the part-time MEd programme with a group of teachers and school 
leaders which I completed successfully in 2010.My husband, children and I felt very proud of 
this achievement because, as we reflected on my learning journey, we realised how 
challenging it was to balance my roles as a mother, a post graduate student and an executive 
director/governor in a private international school situated in a diversified complex context 
such as the UAE. Among the challenges was the frustration I always felt when the ‘dominant 
social and institutional/organisational narratives’ (Clandinin and Connelly 2000) of learning in 
the society were restricted to grades, and pastoral care was understated or controlled by 
following rules and implementing policies. While the educational institutions/organisations and 
society encouraged the move to modern or ‘progressive education’ (Dewey 1938), the 
concepts were ambiguous or new to many. Education, like other systems in the country, is 
socially controlled by the complexities of the context and the rigidities of centralised 
organisational systems. External pressures and internal tensions derived from the national 
and international community continue to manipulate its objectives to serve an unlimited array 
of ‘ends’ that do not always support constructive leadership, or lead to the improvement of 
teaching and learning. There were cycles of hasty uncritical implementations of internationally 
borrowed educational and professionalisation policies. Based on my observations of these 
uncritical implementations in the field, I recognised that they depend largely on insufficient 
contextual information about the place and the people, and reductionist forms of social and 
educational research. They did not change the poor professional standards of school leaders 
and teachers, and the unsatisfactory learning outcomes of students, as reported by official 
announcements and in existing research findings. Additionally, with reference to the same 
sources, inadequate non-compulsory early childhood education and care in the public sector 
raised the flag for children poorly prepared for primary education, causing a domino effect with 
poor educational outcomes reaching higher education and employability. It seemed that the 
lack of fitting professionalisation for principals and teachers, and the absence of reliable 



	 xiii	

performance evaluations and school inspections, affected the quality of leadership and 
management in the public schools/kindergartens. 
 
For this reason, my colleagues in the school and I worked on improving the quality of education 
and care in the foundation and reception years (Kindergarten) as well as in the lower primary 
(grades one, two and three). We also realised the essential need to raise awareness among 
parents to emphasise the significance of appropriate care and early childhood education 
necessary for the holistic growth and development of their children; a responsibility that I 
continued to fulfil with my team when I established my private preschool nursery. My daily 
interactions with the nursery’s team and parents made me deliberate, continuously, on my 
observations regarding the children’s growth and development. During our conversations, the 
parents and I exchanged views regarding various challenges that globalisation had imposed 
on our social structure and political and economic systems, and how these challenges 
hindered further, the improvement and development in the educational field. My family and 
colleagues encouraged me to consider pursuing a doctorate degree abroad. The suggestion 
motivated me to continue learning and searching for answers to my queries, especially in 
relation to educational leadership and management in public education that was undergoing 
a major reform process, initiated in 2006-2007 by the Federal Ministry of Education in 
partnership with international educational consultancy firms and universities. Additionally, I 
wanted to look at how other contexts worldwide identified and approached various educational 
challenges in their reform processes: what routes were investigated in the quest for possible 
solutions, how the educational policies governed the improvement and development plans, 
and how professionalisation of school leaders and teachers in those contexts was defined and 
implemented. Accordingly, in 2011 I applied for the international professional doctorate at the 
Institute of Education in London. Based on my leadership experience in the school and the 
nursery, I believed that school leaders are the engineers of change and improvement, so I 
aimed initially to explore their perceptions of leadership during the reform process.  
 
The EdD (international) programme consisted of four taught modules, and started with 
foundations of professionalism. I was truly happy to discover that many philosophical, 
sociological and psychological theories that constructed the concept of professionalism and 
helped identify its key dimensions, validated my ‘tacit knowledge and implicit learning’ (Pope 
and Denicolo 1993) that I acquired from my personal and brief professional experiences. The 
academic knowledge that was provided and the group discussions with tutors and colleagues 
reinforced my beliefs about the moral and ethical responsibility of a professional and that 
education plays a significant role in enhancing the human capital, thus placing a big 
responsibility on the educational practitioners towards social improvement. As I reflected on 
my work at the private school, I remembered several paradoxes that distressed me whilst 
facing the competing/conflicting narratives of ethics, managerialism, performativity and 
financial profitability that had threatened my newly formed professional identity as a leader. I 
realised, upon reviewing the international literature on school leadership, how traditional 
ethical codes that governed the professional values required modernising (Lunt 2008) in a 
supercomplex era (Barnett 2008).  
 
In the subsequent MOE1 and MOE2 modules, I learned about different research 
methodologies. At first I was confused to see that I could approach the same research problem 
by employing any of them, and it was here that I realised the importance of the following 
essential elements: the research purpose, the significance of history, context and people in 
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deciding my research strategy. The scarcity of scientific literature and experiential research in 
my country further influenced my consideration of interpretative approaches and qualitative 
methods. I believed that this strategy could lead to more knowledge, better understanding and 
deeper analysis. Looking at the educational dilemmas in the UAE, I was not convinced that 
more and more statistics would lead to productive solutions. On the contrary, I envisaged that 
advocating for inductive approaches in research strategies could reveal the obstacles in our 
social structure and systems that are hindering the personal and professional progress of 
individuals, hence delaying social improvement and the country’s future progress. Applying 
in-depth interviews in the MOE2 module made me admire greatly my participants – the three 
public school principals, for their patience and perseverance. Their professional practice 
showed evidence of them being ‘imaginative professionals’ (Power 2008) who were able to 
fight back their professional ‘critical incidents’ (Cunningham 2008), and overcame the 
organisational challenges they faced by being constantly conscious of their responsibility 
towards their profession, teachers, students and community. They taught me a great lesson 
of resilience and ‘responsibleness’ (Green 2009).   
 
The last module of comparative/international education elucidated further the influence of 
context on social and educational studies. It helped me in identifying, internationally, the 
similarities and differences, in the conceptualisation of professionalism and work place 
practices. I also gained a deeper understanding of the role of power and politics on forming 
social structures and systems in societies, and the impact of these processes on education 
specifically, and human and social development generally. These renewed and improved 
understandings enhanced my leadership skills in my work at the nursery. In our conversations 
and meetings, my team and I would discuss my learning experiences and knowledge that I 
had gained inside and outside the IOE during my visits to London. Together with the ongoing 
professional development programme in the nursery, comparing philosophical underpinnings 
of currently implemented theoretical frameworks and professional practice in different contexts 
enriched our thought-provoking dialogues, broadened our knowledge horizon and paved the 
way for unexplored routes to manage some marginalised, but important, concepts and issues 
in our provision for early childhood education and care in the nursery. Whether it was 
leadership and management or teaching and learning, the ‘context’ dominated our analysis of 
the socio-cultural, institutional and organisational narratives in the UAE. Raising awareness in 
our nursery community and the extended community about a holistic approach towards early 
childhood education became the main objective for the whole team.  
 
A key aim of the professional doctorate is to integrate the academic knowledge I had acquired 
so far in the EdD programme with my professional experience, thus scaffolding my 
professional development to enrich my practice as an early years preschool leader. Therefore, 
I decided that my research topics for both the IFS and thesis would be exploring the 
perceptions and development of public school and kindergarten principals on professionalism, 
educational leadership and professional development by ‘walking’ with them through their life 
journeys: re-telling and re-living their experiences with them, in an attempt to discover the 
people, environments and organisations that formed their personal and professional identities, 
and nurtured or impeded their  professional progress. Being a non-native speaker of English 
I worried about the level of my academic writing when drafting the assignments. However, the 
constructive feedback and encouragement I received from the tutors motivated me to start the 
thesis.  
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As I reflect now on all the stages of my learning during the process of planning, critical reading 
and review of literature, data gathering, analysing and writing the thesis, I realise that choosing 
narrative inquiry as my research strategy was the right decision for my research question. The 
reason being that amidst the hasty plans for educational reform, individuals and organisations 
misunderstand, or sadly, neglect real change. In the process of planning, the selected ‘means’ 
have not been always leading to fruitful change, because as I see it, the politics of decision-
making are overpowering the wisdom of decision-making in favour of a contradicting array of 
national and international ‘ends’. Clearly, humans are the unit analysis of societies: their 
perceptions and worldviews are rooted in their actions, which create history and prepare their 
present and future mindsets. Humans think, believe, perform, build and continue growing, and 
with them progress their societies. We have to truly understand what forms and continues to 
re-shape their personal and professional personas, what encourages them to learn, work and 
improve, what motivates them to grow and progress. Otherwise, structures and systems will 
remain dispirited social, political and institutional/organisational instruments that continue to 
be used for redundant cycles of reform attempts promoting unachievable objectives. 
 
This thesis concludes my EdD learning journey. I feel very happy to have been able to live an 
immensely rich personal and professional experience while striving to reach the finish line. As 
Dewey (1933) rightly stated, reflecting on my personal and professional experiences, and not 
merely living them, was the true learning process that contributed to my personal and 
professional development. Learning to critique my understanding of my personal and 
professional experiences within the theoretical and conceptual frameworks of knowledge, and 
then articulating them in the form of a thesis, inspires me to continue researching about 
people, the prime concern of societies, driven by the belief that the more researchers 
disseminate experiential and contextual knowledge, the bigger the hope will be to revive the 
true meaning of human development.  
 

Mankind becomes the subject matter of the human studies only 
because the relation between experience, expression and 
understanding exists. 

 
         (Dilthey 1962)  
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List of Pseudonyms 
 
*	Intermediate	school:	A	school	that	includes	classes	from	grade	6	to	grade	9.	
** Mixed school: A school that includes Intermediate and secondary classes. 
Ras Al-Khaimah 
Huda                                 Principal of ‘Z’ kindergarten in Ras Al-Khaimah. 

Mrs. D                               Official at Ras Al-Khaimah LEZ. 

Mr. W                                Official at Ras Al-Khaimah LEZ. 

‘Q’ kindergarten                The first (remote) kindergarten where Huda worked as  

                                          a teacher and vice principal. 

 

Dubai 
Amna                                 Principal of ‘P’ kindergarten in Dubai. 

‘T’ primary school              The school Amna worked at as a novice teacher 

‘G’ intermediate* school      The first school Amna was to transferred to. 

‘N’ secondary school         The second transfer: Amna’s old secondary school 

‘B’ mixed** school               The third transfer: A new school 

‘L’ boys primary school      The fourth transfer: the remote school 

‘O’ boys primary school      The fifth transfer: a disadvantaged school 

‘M’ mixed school                 The sixth transfer: A new school 

 

 

Abu Dhabi 
Noorah                               Principal of ‘S’ kindergarten in Abu Dhabi. 

Mrs. A                                Principal of ‘C’ school. 

‘H’ boys primary school     The first school Noorah led, which then 

                                           was selected for the Finnish partnership project. 
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Chapter One 
Introduction 

1.1 Purpose 
This research study examines the challenges school leaders face in light of the rapid pace of 

educational change and reforms in the United Arab Emirates. Taking the form of a narrative 

inquiry that explores the lives of three public kindergarten (PK) principals, this study aims to 

explore opportunities available to them for their professional development (PD) and career 

progression, and what challenges impede their advancement. 

 

1.2 The UAE context 
1.2.1     The UAE: past and present 

The UAE is a Muslim, Arab, Middle-Eastern country and one of the Gulf Cooperation Council 

(GCC) states. Driven by its aim of comprehensive development, and gifted by large oil and 

natural gas revenues, the UAE has persistently taken ambitious leaps within the last 46 years, 

in contrast with the gradual progress and growth expected from a new developing country 

(Shihab 2001). Consequently, a rapid transformation has influenced the political, economic, 

socio-cultural systems and structure of the country. The fast-growing economy attracted a 

rapidly escalating number of expatriates, skilled and unskilled, and transformed the UAE into 

a largely diversified multi-ethnic, multi-lingual and multi-national society, where the indigenous 

represented less than 15 per cent of the total population (UAE Ministry of Foreign Affairs  

2016). Overall, according to the United Nations Development Programme’s (UNDP) three 

main measurements of progress – life expectancy, educational attainment and real income, 

the UAE achieved high rates of progress, including rates of school enrolment, exceeding the 

rate of other GCC countries and of other high developing countries (UNESCO-IBE 2010). 

 

1.2.2 Education: the driving force of change 
From the outset, education has been considered a key factor and is allocated more than 20 

per cent of the federal annual budget (UAE Vision2021 2010; Ministry of Finance-Budget2017 

2018). From 1999 to 2013, the number of schools more than tripled, from 306 to 1,174 

(Moghraby 1999; Lootah 2011; UAE Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2016). Whereas the rate of 

literacy for the population aged 15 was 48 per cent in 1971, it surpassed the average ranges 

of 93.84–99.43 per cent for the same age (UNESCO-IBE 2010). 

 

1.2.3 Challenges facing change and future aspirations 
This change was not achieved without socio-cultural, political and economic challenges, 

considering the strong divergence between the pace of development and the slow change in 
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the overall perceptions of living in a social milieu that embodied its own unique traditions, 

culture and ideologies. Moghraby (1999) argues that the significant quantitative expansion of 

education did not necessarily support sufficiently the production of quality in knowledge and 

technology skills. Thus, the expected outcomes were not achieved in terms of employability 

of the indigenous population, representing only 10 per cent of the workforce (Al-Waqfi and 

Fortenlechner 2010). Within this minority, the highest rate of unemployment was among the 

youth under 30 years (ICOS 2010), who represent two thirds of the national population (UAE 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2016). 

Many economic factors were put forward to explain the situation (Moghraby 1999; ICOS 2010) 

but, from the 1990s, growing national and international criticisms focused on the inadequacy 

of the education system itself, calling for extreme education reforms (Rugh 2002). Amongst 

the main reasons highlighted were the lack of qualified principals and teachers, inadequate 

curriculum, lack of critical thinking and problem-solving skills and low English proficiency at 

school level, some of which continued in higher education leading to low qualifications and 

lack of training and practical skills for the workplace (Macpherson et al. 2007; UNESCO-IBE 

2010; Lootah 2011). 

 

1.2.4 Successive education system reforms and acceleration of the process 
To solve this challenge, the UAE government initiated a series of reforms (Macpherson et al. 

2007). Among them were the ‘Nationalisation’ and the ‘Emiratisation’ policies intended to 

increase the number of well-educated, skilful nationals in the workforce throughout the country 

(ibid). The focus on educational reforms was reinforced in 2010, with the UAE Vision 2021 

that highlighted key sectors for improvement, including enhanced educational attainment. The 

most recent announcement, the National Agenda in UAE Vision 2021 (2010), articulates the 

roadmap required to have ‘a world-class education system, responsive to national needs and 

aligned to international standards’ (UAE MoE 2017:11). In this agenda, the professionalisation 

of school principals and teachers, and the improvement of schools’ professional culture remain 

key elements, and the targets set for this are for 100 per cent of public schools to have highly 

effective principals and high-quality teachers (Macpherson et al. 2007; UAE Vision2021 2010). 

1.2.5 The organisational context 
Prior to 2005, the federal Ministry of Education (MoE) managed all the public and private 

educational institutions in the UAE through Local Educational Zones (LEZ) in each Emirate. 

However, acknowledging the above-mentioned challenges, two independent bodies under the 

local government of Abu Dhabi and Dubai were established to support the MoE in the reform 

process. The Abu Dhabi Education Council (ADEC) was in established in 2005, to lead and 
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manage all public and private schools and higher education institutions in Abu Dhabi. In Dubai, 

Knowledge and Human Development Authority (KHDA) was established in 2006, to ensure 

growth and quality of all the public and private schools and higher education in Dubai. 

However, in 2012 Dubai public schools were returned to the authority of the MoE. 

1.2.6 Professionalisation faces challenges exacerbated by the global context  
The above aspirations impose several global paradoxes on the national context, because of 

various worldwide, multi-levelled and multi-faceted influences: the recent parental market 

choice, new public management, privatisation and out-sourcing, increased performativity and 

hasty, uncritical educational policy borrowing/transfer (Ball 2012; Scott et al. 2016). These 

external pressures imposed on principals, in response to the governmental and societal 

expectations and aspirations, can only multiply the contextual tensions in the field (Stevenson 

2006). In the case of UAE, for public school principals who are already seen as inadequately 

prepared and not professional enough (Al-Taneiji 2012, Pennington 2016), this might have a 

significant impact on their personal and professional experiences, on their performance and 

on their retention in the field. 

1.3 The institutional context 
1.3.1 Kindergartens in the UAE 

The context in focus concerns the public kindergartens in the UAE, which are co-educational, 

non-compulsory institutions, run by indigenous female staff (Coughlin et al. 2009). 

Kindergartens, the first of four stages in the UAE school education system (Appendix 1), cater 

for four and five-year-old UAE and GCC nationals, all of whom share a similar social context 

comprised of the religion of Islam, the Arabic language and traditional customs. The first 

kindergarten was founded in 1968, and by 2009 the number had risen to 1092 (ibid). 

Investments were made by the MoE, ADEC and KHDA to provide the kindergartens with 

purpose-built premises and appropriate developmental resources that serve a modernised 

early years (EY) curriculum. 

1.3.2 Challenges faced by the public kindergarten professionals 
Despite several theoretical and hands-on development programmes targeting kindergartens 

implemented by the MoE, ADEC and KHDA, many studies (Al-Momani et al. 2008; Sowa and 

La Vega 2008; Coughlin et al. 2009; Buldu 2010) show that the required levels of professional 

competence and professional cultures in the UAE kindergartens, at both leadership and 

teaching levels, have not been achieved. Principals are not adequately trained and equipped 

to lead and manage their kindergartens in a way that fosters constructive learning 

experiences. They also seem not able to fully support and facilitate improvement and 

development for all members of their kindergartens: teachers, children and parents. 
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1.3.3 Situating the inquiry 
This empirical research is situated in the three Emirates: Abu Dhabi, Dubai and Ras Al-

Khaimah. My reason for selecting these specific emirates was to understand the differences 

in the influence of the MoE, ADEC and KHDA on the selected participants’ leadership roles, 

on their professional development and on their career progress. School leadership studies 

maintain that context is significant in the construction and advancement of career trajectories 

of school principals worldwide (Stevenson 2006; Coleman and Campbell-Stephens 2010; 

Wilkins 2014).  This significance is corroborated in the findings of Effective Leadership in the 

Early Years Sector (ELEYS) study, where Siraj-Blatchford and Manni (2007:2-3) found that 

contextualisation was crucial for ‘a realistic and honest reading of the data’ to develop and 

demonstrate effective leadership practices. 

1.4 Narrative beginnings 
The following autobiographical narrative explains my motivation to undertake this study. 

1.4.1 Childhood, school and higher education 
I started primary school in 1971, the year the UAE union was established as a federation. I 

think of the 1971 generation as the ‘golden generation’, because these initial years of the 

union witnessed the gradual change from primarily tribal rule to nation-state for political 

stability and sovereign identity; our stories were stories of enthusiasm and ambition to achieve 

the highest levels and be part of building a young union. 

This resonated strongly at home: my father, a firm advocate of education and strong supporter 

of women’s education and empowerment regarded education as more than a tool for 

economic development. Believing in holistic education, he encouraged his children to gain 

diverse personal and professional skills, such as music, arts, sports, strategic development 

and leadership skills. My father, a hard worker, had high expectations of himself; he expected 

the same from us in our learning journeys. Inspired by ambitious family’s stories of achieving 

goals, as the eldest I was the first of his children to study abroad at Kuwait University. After 

graduating when I trained government employees in computer literacy, I realised my passion 

for teaching, and decided to become a school teacher. 

1.4.2 Becoming a teacher 
As a novice maths teacher who did not graduate from the college of education, I had a lot to 

learn. Being initiated into the assessment and grading system, I sensed how unfair it was to 

limit the educational outcomes of students to only number grades that validated their passing 

or failing each year. For me, it was important to create a bond with my 7th graders and hear 

their stories. I remember being frustrated when I had to prepare the report cards including only 
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the final mark of their assessments, without mention of what I knew were the real reasons for 

poor performance, such as distressing circumstances or learning difficulties. I was also 

frustrated at being unable to document the extremely hard work of some girls and their 

improvement. I was shocked at the end of the year to hear that all maths teachers of grade 7 

needed to review exam papers to try to pass more students because, according to the 

management, official registers needed to reflect a much better rate of success. This was a 

major disheartening critical incident in my story of teaching. 

1.4.3  Leaving teaching to start a family 
I lived in a multifaceted socio-cultural narrative: I saw stories of happy families where children 

were well cared for, but also stories of other families who rode the economic boom tide to build 

professional careers, sometimes at the expense of the children who would mainly be taken 

care of by domestic helpers. A third kind of family were those who had unhappy, confused 

lives due to disagreements, divorces and/or multiple marriages. I imagined living out the story 

of a happy family, and made a personal pledge to dedicate myself and my time to my family. 

Consequently, when I got married, I decided to resign. 

1.4.4 Becoming a leader in a private bilingual school 
By the time my children had started attending school, my family decided to open a private 

school that would offer the national curriculum of England and Wales. Knowing how significant 

children’s education was to me, my brother asked me to join the project under his leadership, 

as an executive director with a governor’s function. After 3 years of working and learning in 

the field, I joined a group of middle leaders and teachers in the family school to study for a 

Masters of Education.  

However, achieving ambitious objectives with an international body of leaders, teachers and 

students, each bringing in their cultural baggage and different ways of working, led to some 

socio-cultural conflicts, misinterpretations of schooling and educational objectives which 

eventually changed the management of the school to a largely prescribed system comprising 

standardised practices. This helped me recognise the dominant forms of bureaucratic 

institutional narratives in the school, and externally imposed by the MoE, that challenged my 

constructive experiences of leadership, teaching and learning in the school. The birth of my 

youngest daughter once again prompted me to resign to give her my full attention. By then, I 

had successfully completed the MEd award. 

1.4.5 Establishing an early years setting and the story of my professional 
doctorate 
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I had learned valuable lessons from previous school experience: it had become clear that the 

early socio-cultural narrative of the formation of a responsible, ambitious and hardworking 

society had turned into one that hurried towards reaping the fruits of prosperity without 

supporting its sustainability. I wanted to be part of positive change and could see how the EY 

played an important role. Therefore, when my daughter reached two years of age, I opened a 

pre-school. 

Learning more about early childhood education became a new goal. I felt confident to consider 

pursuing a doctorate to further my professional knowledge and learn from good practices 

elsewhere, to help improve the care and learning in my pre-school. It could contribute to my 

team’s PD in early years, and assist in raising awareness in the community about early 

childhood education and care. Such opportunities are means to contribute to the objectives of 

the national agenda and educational reform.  

1.5 Positioning myself in the study 
This inquiry is shaped conceptually by the personal and professional life experiences of 

principals, and how their professional identities were formed and continue to be re-shaped, in 

fluid and continuously shifting socio-cultural, political and institutional narratives. My 

autobiography helped me to position myself in this narrative inquiry: first in relation to the 

experiences of teachers and school principals who continue to face multiple pressures and 

tensions in their professional school and leadership landscapes during their career 

trajectories, next to the experiences of leaving the professional landscape and then to 

reinventing an advancement path in my career progress. According to Clandinin and Connelly 

(2000), the narrative also helped me articulate the personal justification for conducting this 

study: it awakened me to the puzzles and struggles within the institutional narrative that 

discouraged my passion in teaching. Remembering the stories of my childhood, education 

and work helped me to see how the dominant socio-cultural and political narratives shaped 

my personal identity, and how they impacted on my views of career development. Later, these 

dominant narratives influenced my experiences as they shifted to create a new story of gaining 

academic and practical knowledge in school leadership, enhancing my professional identity 

as a leader in early years. My practical justification, then, became the inquiry into how life 

experiences of PK principals helped in forming their leadership characters, guided and 

influenced their career progress in school leadership. So, a twofold social/theoretical 
justification for my study became: first, using the experiences of the PK principals to learn  

how the familial and socio-cultural narratives formed and continued to shape their personal 

and professional identities while they pursued their professional careers as leaders; second, 

to identify the external pressures and internal tensions, that arose and continued to grow out 
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of the dominant political, economic and institutional narratives that were influenced by the 

global context, and their effects on the career progress of public school principals. 

Another aspect of my positioning in the inquiry concerns my role as an EY practitioner. My 

work in the private sector might partly position me as an outsider in the operational 

organisational sense of the PKs. However, my personal and professional interests in this study 

encourage me to regard myself as an insider. I will explain this methodological stance further 

in Chapter Three. 

1.6 Framing the research puzzle 
Aligning my earlier findings in the EdD modules and my own stories of teaching and leading 

beside the principals’ stories of teaching and school leadership helped in articulating my 

research question; what Clandinin and Connelly (2000) call ‘puzzle’. I used relevant literature:  

Dewey (1938), Gronn (1999), Stevenson (2006), Evans (2008), Coleman and Campbell-

Stephens (2010) to identify professionalism, experience, career progression and 

leadership as the bedrocks of the conceptual and theoretical frameworks for this research. I 

believed that an in-depth narrative inquiry about professional experiences could be achieved 

through eliciting and composing first-hand narrative accounts of the personal and professional 

lives of selected principals considering time, space and place/situations. The inquiry would 

help re-living and re-telling personal and social experiences that formed and continued to re-

shape the principals’ professional identities and leadership personas on their path to career 

progress (Gronn 1999; Clandinin and Connelly 2000; Wilkins 2014). 

Thus, the overarching research puzzle of this study became: how the public kindergarten 

principals in the UAE learned from their previous experiences, and how they invested 

in the opportunities that became available to them to progress in their profession. I 

presumed that attempting to answer this question, through contextualising and examining the 

formation of their personal and professional identities, might inform future leader development 

in EY settings in the UAE. I provide further interpretation of this inquiry in as sub-questions 

outlined chronologically in Chapter Three. 

1.7 Outlining the structure 
In the following chapters, I will show how external pressures and internal tensions resulting 

from national and international demands for professionalising school leadership, through 

developing principals’ academic knowledge and professional skills, influence advancement in 

their career trajectories. 
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Chapter Two presents the current literature on the two primary topics of my study: 

professionalism and formation of educational leaders. I examine the influence of social 

structure and systems in the formation of professional identities and leadership characters of 

school principals followed by how the national and international demands for reform and for 

professionalisation impact on their career progress. I show how de-contextualisation and 

uncritical international borrowing of prescribed policy and processes impede this progress, 

treating principals as robotic implementers of directives rather than as key actors in the 

context. 

Chapter Three emphasises experience as my main theoretical perspective. I introduce 

narrative inquiry as a method and methodology by which I explore the experiences that form 

my participants’ career progress stories in school leadership. I justify the additional methods 

for collecting field texts of my participants to analyse and re-story their personal and 

professional lives. Finally, I discuss the ethical concerns pertaining to narrative inquiry. 

Chapter Four focuses on the narratives of participants’ personal and professional lives, 

detailing their career trajectories and providing an analytical discussion of the participants’ 

narratives, while highlighting key threads that surfaced in them.  

In Chapter Five, I offer a synthesis through the conceptualisation of these threads, supported 

by the narrative evidences from their stories. I then attempt to answer my research puzzle by 

providing a summary of the continuous shifting of participants’ plotlines on the kindergarten 

schools’ professional landscapes throughout their career trajectories. My reflections; 

backward and forward upon the participants’ stories-to-live-by, lead me to conclude this study 

in the final chapter. 

In Chapter Six, I revisit the personal, practical and social/theoretical justifications of my inquiry. 

It helps me to realise the re-shaping of my own personal and professional experiences, and 

learning. Based on the findings, I present several suggestions as my contribution to 

knowledge. I also discuss the limitations of the study, and offer considerations for future 

research.  
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Chapter Two 
Literature Review 

 
2.1 Rationale and overview 
The purpose of this study was to: 

• explore the career paths of the UAE PK principals by using the narrative approach to 

record, analyse and re-tell chronologically, significant events in the personal, social 

and professional life stories of three principals; 

• examine the influence of the UAE’s socio-cultural, political and organisational contexts 

on their career progress as principals; 

• discern the features of the familial, socio-cultural and institutional narratives that 

formed and continue to re-shape their leadership characters and professional 

identities; 

•  discover how the context at hand enabled or hindered the principals to develop as 

leading professionals;  

• trace the facilitations that helped (and continue to help), or obstacles that hindered 

(and continue to hinder) their career progress amidst the current complex context of 

rapid changes in the global and national education reform, and the sweeping waves of 

policy transfer and borrowing. 

 

My aim in disseminating the research findings was inspired by my personal, practical and 

social justifications mentioned in Chapter One. I hoped that sharing my research findings with 

the participants would encourage them to embrace a continuous reflective and reflexive 

process of reviewing their professionalism and agency towards their responsibilities as 

educational leaders and towards their careers. 

Furthermore, I intended to inform the officials and policy makers in the UAE educational 

organisations about: 

• the great importance of obtaining in-depth and comprehensive qualitative data of 

schools and professionals through employing interpretative approaches, rather than 

focusing on statistical data and reductionist forms of performance appraisals to 

professionalise the practitioners;  

• the significance of context, and personal (private) and social histories and experiences 

in designing the professionalisation plans for principals. 
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I employed the Anglo-American scholarly literature, in addition to international and 

comparative education empirical studies on professionalism, school leadership and career 

progress to contextualise my study (Ridley 2012). Then, I provided an overview of the 

historical, political and socio-cultural context of the UAE in relation to professionalism, school 

leadership and possibilities/opportunities for career progress of PK principals. These situate 

my study, which explores their career paths, and shape my overarching research question. 

Finally, the methodological approaches proposed in the literature helped me to interpret the 

research question into further sub-questions to be investigated (Chapter Three). 

2.2 Professionalism 
2.2.1 Professions and professionalism: philosophical underpinnings  

Green (2009:5) defines ‘profession’ as being a function that comprises actions ‘directed at 

some specific end that could be a human need or good’. Carr (2000) and Eraut (1994:1) state 

that in the previous decades, there were diverse interpretations given to the meaning of 

‘profession’, but they did not provide the differences and categorisations of professions and 

occupations comprehensively. Knowledge acquisition and the practice of expertise in 

occupations and professions were controlled by the social system, status and power. Ritzer 

(1975:160) proposes a noteworthy sociological critique to explain these differences 

considering two main sociological theories: the functionalist theory and the conflict theory. 

These two theories perceive society differently: the functionalist theory perceives society as 

an orderly entity in which members contribute to its stability with integrity. It considers society 

members to be bonded by their adherence to norms, values and common morality that could 

be a high level of responsibility, choice and judgement, i.e. a high level of human agency and 

moral responsibility (MacIntyre 1999). 

In contrast, the conflict theory perceives society as a constantly changing entity in which 

members continue to cause disintegration, disorganisation and coercion that is influenced by 

social power. So, the understandings and actions of the individual, the group and the 

organisation construct over time the dynamic social structure and systems, and are seen to 

be strongly influenced by ‘social facts that are external and coercive’ (Ritzer 1975:159), such 

as roles, values, groups, families, norms, institutions and the social system. I support Dilthey’s 

(1962:69) view that the individuals’ biographies and private histories of their lived experiences 

accumulate to build the collective/social culture and history of the place ‘through the medium 

of culture and history, through states, [churches], institutions, customs, books and works of 

art’. Dilthey’s understanding corroborates Tuan’s (1996:445-6) inclusive conception of the 

‘personality of a place’ in the visual and experiential sense, in the relationship of people with 

the geographical space that creates ‘richly-furnished personal and cultural worlds’. Wilkins 
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(2014:22) complements further this understanding by considering the various qualities and 

influences individuals and groups bring to the place as ‘human footprints’ that impact the 

place’s characteristics. 

Similarly, upon reflecting on the context at hand, one can say that the social facts mentioned 

above could be considered the constituents of, and influence the overlapping spheres in the 

dynamic processes of three types of education, referred to by Wilkins (2014:8) as formal 

(schools and higher education), non-formal (religious institutions and workplaces) and informal 

(inclusive everyday learning). It is this wide-ranging education that creates a chronology of 

learning experiences in personal, social and professional lives (Brock 2011; Wilkins 2014). 

Therefore, it is important, within a given context, to develop an awareness and understanding 

of the norms, values, perceptions and actions of responsibility as indicators of common 

morality, choice and judgement. Such reflections help in examining the perceptions and 

actions of disintegration and disorganisation caused by individuals and communities within 

their social and institutional/organisational contexts. Knowing the private and social histories 

embedded in these contexts, what sort of social structures and systems were formed over 

time, provides better understanding of what kind of social power influenced the 

understandings and actions of individuals and the society at large. It is also necessary to 

understand how social structure influences the formation of individual, collective and 

professional identities in a society. 

2.2.2 The influence of the social structure and systems on the formation of the 
individual, collective and professional identities 

Identity is the ‘set of meanings that define who one is when one is an occupant of a particular 

role in society, a member of a particular group, or claims particular characteristics that identify 

him or her as a unique person’ (Burke and Stets 2009:3). Hence, the identity of an occupant 

is shaped by the meanings that are embedded in the culture and place of the 

society/community that he/she inhabits; his personal characteristics are formed and are 

continuously influenced and re-formed by the social structure and systems that, formally and 

informally, govern this society/community. Jenkins (2008:5) emphasises the relation between 

identity and identification when he considers identity as an interested relational identification 

with places, things or people: it is ‘the capacity of individuals and groups – rooted in language’ 

to know and situate themselves and others within the human world. Jenkins (2008) and Burke 

and Stets (2009) agree on the multiple identities that individuals have in a society due to the 

inter-relatedness of their social lives that allocate multiple roles to them; an implication of their 

multiple personal characteristics and the interested identification with multiple groups within 

their society/community. Individuals’ identifications with places, people, things and worldviews 
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construct their agency towards them. These connotations suggest that ‘identity is a product of 

structure and agency’ (Stevenson 2006:414), and that there is interdependence and reciprocal 

influence between the identity, agency of the individuals and groups in a society and the social 

structure and systems of the place. Of special note in this study is the identity of the place. 

The above indicates that, in their professional practice, the personal characteristics, the values 

and worldview, the professional and tacit knowledge, the conduct, the attitudes towards 

personal learning, students’ teaching and learning, leadership and progress, that teachers and 

principals possess construct key aspects of their individual capacities as professionals (Pope 

and Denicolo1993; Eraut 2000; Lasky 2005). Teachers’ and principals’ individual capacities 

allow them to define themselves to themselves and to the others, and the embeddedness of 

their individual capacities in the multiple socio-cultural, political and institutional/organisational 

contexts in which they live their experiences construct their professional identities (Dilthey 

1962; Ball and Goodson 1985; Ricoeur 1992; Lasky 2005). A more detailed synthesis of 

professional identity will follow the definitions and discussion of professionalism and 

professionality. 

2.2.3 Professionalism: chronology of western historical perspectives 
Friedson’s (1994:10) ‘traditional’ view (Evans 2008:5) of professionalism describes it as the 

ideology that governs the work and standards of an occupation that provides a service within 

a special set of institutions. Focusing on the individuals who perform the work, Hargreaves 

and Goodson (1996:4) define professionalism as ‘something which defines and articulates the 

quality and character of people’s actions within a group’. Evans (2008:7) draws attention to 

the plurality in those definitions and others when she explains that professionalism is 

considered broadly as a collective concept of a function that represents the ‘identification and 

expression of what is required and expected of members and professions’. 

Before the 1970s – and based on the functionalist theory – expert knowledge assured and 

regulated professional ethics in labour divisions and occupations. Traditional professionalism 

was characterised by the following traits: ‘skill based on theoretical/specialist knowledge, 

adherence to a professional code of conduct and self-regulation, trust-based client 

relationship, independence and altruism’ (Lunt 2008:76). As a result, all professions became 

contextually differentiated based on their expert knowledge acquisition and social need, 

cultural importance: hence their status, power and economic value (Eraut 1994; Carr 2000). 

Law and medicine, for example, were regarded as full professions (Carr 2000) or ‘ideal type’ 

professions (Eraut1994:1). Professions like teaching and nursing were considered ‘semi’ or 

‘quasi’ professions. However, in their historical and heuristic review of the teaching profession 

in England, Hoyle and John (1995) maintain that knowledge, autonomy and responsibility –
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three key dimensions of professionalism – are also central elements of educational practice. 

From the 1970s onwards, conflict sociologists and professional associations saw that greed 

for more power and wealth, influenced by the high social status and professional competence 

and power, contaminated the ethics and trust between the professionals and the public, 

leading the public to question the expert knowledge and skills of the professionals – a change 

that threatened the bargain. Additionally, Power (2008:150) shows how advancements in 

technology resulting in the ‘information age’ added to the challenge faced by traditional 

professionalism. Continuously renewed knowledge became accessible to the public, and the 

professionals became accountable for their expertise and professional skills. Barnett 

(2008:190) elaborates this in his description of the ‘liquid’ and ‘supercomplex’ world where 

knowledge, understandings, and skills are changing all the time and are evaluated 

continuously by the client’s satisfaction with the service. Both Eraut (1994) and Barnett (2008) 

assert that marketisation and ‘shopping around for services’ (Barnett 2008:191-2) transformed 

the notion of ‘service’ from being ‘profession-centred’ (inspired by trust, responsibility for public 

good and altruism) to ‘client-centred’ (manipulated by the clients’ rights and social power). 

Power (1997) concludes that conflicts arising from social and political power increased 

accountability measures and introduced excessive managerialism through political 

regulations. Performance management procedures overly increased performativity measures 

in organisations to foster a sense of responsibility and professionalism in professionals in their 

efforts to achieve institutional success (Green 2009:117). Green recognises the necessity of 

performance management measures that are applied by managers to guard professional 

accountability. However, Cribb (1998:22-3) and Green (2009) contend that the indirect threats 

those measures posed to job stability and work ethos had detrimental effects on professional 

responsibility and human agency. According to them, professional responsibility was reduced 

from ethics and ‘effective caring’ towards public welfare, to the ability to do things effectively: 

the notion of professional responsibility became ‘ethically empty’. 

2.2.4 A contemporary definition of professionalism, particularly in education 
Thus, differences in needs and understandings led to lack of consensus in the meaning of 

professionalism (Fox 1992; Freidson 1994; Hargreaves and Goodson 1996). Contemporary 

meanings of professionalism highlight the influence of social, political and economic contexts, 

and there seems to be a consensus now over professionalism ‘being an externally imposed, 

articulated perception of what lies within the parameters of a profession’s collective remit and 

responsibilities’ (Evans 2008:4) – a definition that corroborates the views of conflict theory and 

the current global change. 

Evans warns that this external imposition could lead professionalism to remain an ‘ideal’ that 
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fails to become an enacted functional reality resulting from external and internal real 

observations in the field. This imposition renders professionalism a fake or a distorted image 

that does not reflect the real situation. It seems to have become a model prescribed by 

specialists and external agencies, demanded officially by occupational workgroups and 

imposed by authorities through performativity measures and privatisation monopolies that 

govern recent education policies (Ball 2008). Therefore Ozga (1995:22-3) and others (Troman 

(1996:476; Gleeson et al. 2001:457) maintain that professionalism was, and continues to be, 

socially constructed and redefined due to the historically on-going influence of context, policy 

and interests of various groups in the society. Likewise, Crook (2008:23) contends that 

professionalism remains ‘an artificial construct with ever-changing and always-contested 

definitions and traits’, what Whitty (2008:32) calls a ‘shifting phenomenon”. 

In education, Helsby (1995) highlights the significant role teachers play in the social 

construction of professionalism. This significance is described by Boyt et al. (2001) as the 

ability of teachers to exert influence on their work through their attitudes and behaviours. This 

influence, however, is a variant factor since the level of influence would depend on the nature 

and degree of professional qualities in the behaviours and attitudes that teachers possess. 

This variance resonates also with Rueschemeyer’s (1964) rejection of the functionalist 

theory’s assumption that professionals are expected to have a systematic commitment in 

serving their communities and sustaining altruism in the societies, especially if communities 

were historically and culturally different. Similarly, Ozga’s (1995:35) view of the need to 

contextualise professionalism ‘particularly in policy context’ confirms Johnson’s (1972) critique 

of the functionalist theory in its exclusion of the power dimension of institutions and society 

represented by authorities and clients. Ozga (1995:35) sees professionalism as ‘a form of 

control on the occupation members to monitor ‘the quality of service’ provided by the 

professionals. 

Regardless of the traditional or postmodern nature of the definitions that are proposed, 

Hargreaves and Goodson (1996), Boyt et al. (2001) and many others (Johnson 1972; Freidson 

1994; Sachs 1999), agree that professionalism is expressed by the following central 

dimensions: professionals’ skills and theoretical/specialist knowledge; their adherence to a 

professional code of conduct and self-regulation which determines their responsibility and 

accountability towards their profession and their clients; their relationship with the clients 

based on trust; their autonomy and altruism directed towards the public good. Day (1999:13) 

considers the membership of professionals in their occupation leads them to having a 

‘consensus of norms’ they adhere to while carrying out their roles ‘within personal, 

organizational and broader political conditions’. This, Evans (2008:8) argues, could be 
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understood as ‘a collective notion … a plurality shared by many’ that founds the professional 

culture. Hoyle and Wallace (2005:103) consider that this plurality connects school teachers 

and leaders as members in the teaching profession and in schools, as the institution allows 

them to establish a professional culture in their schools. Hence, they define a professional 

culture to be shared as ‘a configuration of beliefs, practices, relationships, language and 

symbols distinctive to a particular social unit’. Linking Hoyle and Wallace’s definition of 

professional culture to that of professionalism: ‘the identification and expression of what is 

required and expected of members of a profession’ (ibid:103), Evans (2008) considers that 

professional culture is a big constituent of professionalism. 

The above indicates the significance of knowledge, autonomy and professional responsibility 

in educational practice. It also shows that improving the level of professionalism of 

professionals requires the ability to identify and emphasise their individual characteristics, for 

which Evans (2008) suggests the term ‘professionality’ (borrowed from Hoyle 1974). While 

Evans considers professionalism to be a functional concept in that it relates to the behaviour 

of professionals, she defines ‘professionality’ to be concerned with the attitudes of those 

professionals which she describes as ‘ideologically-, attitudinally-, intellectually-, and 

epistemologically-based stances on the part of an individual, in relation to the practice of the 

profession to which s/he belongs, and which influences her/his professional practice’ (Evans 

2002:6-7). Specifically, an essential dimension of ‘care’ needs to be added when defining 

professionalism in early childhood education, the focus of this study. 

2.2.5 Professionalism in kindergartens (early years)  
In the UK, as well as in many other countries worldwide, the early childhood sector started as 

a programme of services caring for children’s health, nourishment, physical welfare and basic 

developmental learning, to support working mothers and deprived/poor children. It then 

evolved to a holistic system/sector that integrated education as an essential component, to 

prepare young children for formal primary education (Male and Palailogou 2016; Nicholson 

2016).To date, pre-primary education, specifically the Kindergarten years  for children aged 

four and five, is not a compulsory part of national education systems in many countries, and 

the management and responsibility of the sector lies either with the social services and health 

agencies, with the ministries of education (or the main governmental organisation responsible 

for the schooling system), or with both (McMullen et al. 2005). Osgood (2006b) highlights care 

as a strong characteristic in early childhood development and learning. Therefore, in addition 

to the definitions and dimensions of professionalism mentioned in sections 2.2.3 and 2.2.4, 

defining professionalism in the early childhood profession could be situated contextually and 

culturally (Brock 2011) to include the ‘commitment to serve’ young children while possessing 
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shared values, ideologies and a ‘shared body of knowledge’ about child development and 

pedagogy (Nicholson 2016:96). 

Next, I examine the notion of professionalisation, to explore further the relationship between 

professionalism, professionality and developing the professional practice of principals 

(specifically kindergarten principals) in relation to their career progress. 

2.2.6 Professionalisation and professional development of principals 
Goodson and Hargreaves’ (1996:4) define professionalisation as the ‘social and political 

project or mission designed to enhance the interests of an occupational group’. A more 

contextualized definition of professionalisation is proposed by Macpherson (2009:54) in his 

study of leadership development for Australian education systems. He defines the process of 

professionalisation as ‘mastering a specialist, validated and reliable knowledge base, 

demonstrably acquiring the practical skills of the field, being socialised into the culture of the 

body of people engaged in the calling, and adhering to the principles and ethics of best 

practice in that profession. Hence, culture becomes the contextual landscape comprised of, 

represented and identified by time, people and place, that contributes to the formation of 

professionals. As such, there exists a mutual influence between professionals and the 

landscape in which they establish their practice. Overall, Hoyle and Wallace (2005) explain 

that professionalisation is the training and development route by which occupations can 

gradually become accepted as professions, once they have attained the characteristics of 

professionalism discussed earlier. 

Nevertheless, within their social, political and institutional contexts, regardless of teachers and 

principals having the autonomy and control to influence their professional roles, Evans (2008) 

contends that PD, as a form of new professionalism, discounts or diminishes their much-

aspired autonomy and control over their work. This is evident in the recent change in 

worldwide economy and work force preparation (U. Beck, 2008) The rapid wide-ranging 

restructuring of economies globally changed the political, social, economic and organisational 

contexts of work occupations and labour force in the public sector (Ozga 1995; Troman 1996; 

J. Beck 2008; U. Beck, 2008). The organisational context of education was no exception, as 

market-led forces (marketisation) and privatisation intensified the work and accountability of 

teachers and principals, and increased the governments’ and public’s demands of their 

performativity to meet the planned ends despite limited, often scarce, resources and controlled 

prescribed means (ibid). 

With regard to education reform, Ball (2008), Evans (2008) and Whitty (2008) explain that the 

global movement of education reform led many countries’ governments to devise policies that 
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introduced professionalisation to enhance the professional practice of teachers, principals, 

administrators and support staff. Those new policies, however, imposed increased measures 

to control performativity and accountability towards achieving the targets of the reform 

process. Government and public critique of performance standards in schools targeted the 

autonomy of teachers and leaders, and pushed schools into a market-based competition with 

the private sector influenced by public (consumer) choice, alongside the privatisation of 

educational services. The paradox of ‘market forces and state control’ challenged the whole 

educational process in schools and kindergartens: it resulted in a standardised and prescribed 

curriculum and tests, enforced control on the schools’/kindergartens’ operational systems and 

the teaching process (Whitty 2008:35). Increasing performativity shifted the power (Evans 

2008:1) away from the professionals and led to excessive managerialism that reduced further 

school/kindergarten leaders’ and teachers’ autonomy (Hoyle and Wallace 2005; Ball 2008; 

Whitty 2008). 

Managerialism influenced the organisational culture by amplifying control over performance 

through re-formulating employment conditions and re-designing job descriptions (Hatcher 

1994). Additionally, setting ambitious targets in educational outcomes and streamlining the 

financial costs led to re-professionalisation. The roles and functions of principals, teachers, 

administrators and teacher assistants were redefined according to the restructuring of the 

educational project. Moreover, now worldwide, teachers are expected to comply with 

managerial professionalism in their schools, as educational authorities and school principals 

decide on behalf of them ‘what to teach, how to teach, and how to assess students’ in 

compliance with the directives determined by the school and national authorities ‘rather than 

by the teachers themselves’ (Ball 2008; Whitty 2008:29). When some countries’ governments 

applied self-management of schools, school principals had greater autonomy in certain 

operational and financial areas, however, they were restricted by their accountability to the 

government and the public as their clients. Hoyle and Wallace (2005) regard this sort of 

development a de-professionalisation. Barber (2005) advocates his concept of ‘informed 

professionalism’: a professional formation model that re-professionalises teachers through 

measurable professional knowledge and expertise to obtain a ‘licenced autonomy’. 

Conversely, Dainton (2005:159) questions the compatibility of licenced autonomy: a process 

in which teachers ‘deliver someone else’s thoughts, ideas, strategies, and lessons plans’ with 

the concept of informed professionalism. Green (2009:116) supports Dainton’s view when she 

implies the de-professionalisation of the practitioner in becoming a ‘service provider’ who 

delivers someone else’s targets. Similarly, Troman (1996:474) considers this process as a de-

professionalisation of the practitioners to become ‘official technicists’. 
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While the emphasis on EY practitioners’ professional qualifications and training suggest better 

outcomes in children’s learning in the UK and internationally (Nicholson 2016), Cable and 

Goodliff (2011) consider beliefs and skills as key constituents of the EY practitioners’ 

professional identity. Nevertheless, Osgood (2006a) highlights the importance of qualifications 

in raising the status of EY practitioners, while Lyons (1996) and Nutbrown (2012) recognise 

professional qualifications and training as prerequisites in the contemporary English and 

Australian early childhood professional practice. But, there are no minimum or uniform 

qualifications for EY practitioners in the USA (McMullen et al. 2005). Moreover, Taggart 

(2011), Brock (2012) and Nicholson (2016) argue that while care and love are the key 

attributes in the personas of EY professionals, they challenge their professional identity. 

According to them, the variety of titles such as carers, pedagogues, practitioners lead the 

public to question their professionalism, and limits the profession to females. I agree with 

Bankovic (2014) that the diversity of political and societal structure and systems determines 

the designation, status and wages of the EY practitioners as members of a continuously 

evolving, multi-faceted and multi-levelled sector. 

According to Male and Palailogou (2016:38-9), the excessive focus on school readiness 

implies limiting the development of young children to fitness for formalised learning in schools. 

This imposes prescription and standardisation of EY curriculum and assessment, hence 

demanding increased accountability by governments and parents (Gammage 2006), what 

Urban (2014) considers causing education to precede care. Consequently, it minimises or 

diminishes autonomy in the work of EY practitioners. Additionally, professionalising the EY 

workforce (Nutbrown 2012) requires them to obtain and fund specific and/or higher levels of 

academic/professional qualifications, which could demoralise and demotivate them 

(Nicholson 2016). 

Like schools and higher education, early childhood education also faces challenges pertaining 

to lack of adequate funding, and pressures of competitive private sectors and marketisation 

(Nutbrown 2012; Nicholson 2016). Moreover, the findings of current research confirm the 

significant ‘impact of early childhood education and care on children’s education, health and 

protection as well as on nations’ social capital and economic prosperity’ (Papatheodorou and 

Wilson 2016:74), leading the rapid globalisation of education and the international calls for 

reforms to include all sectors of education. This aggravates the challenges imposed on all 

educational institutions, discussed next. 
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2.2.7 Influence of international policy transfer/borrowing on the professional 
identity and professionalisation of practitioners 

An additional challenge that practitioners encounter in their professionalisation processes is 

the role international (external) agencies play in international policy transfer. Market-led 

forces, competitiveness between countries and between the public and the private sectors 

impact schools directly in terms of intensified performativity and pressure to widen 

participation in education, and to raise standards. In his review of Australian educational 

policy, Lingard (2010:131) explains that to respond to the continuous global political, economic 

and socio-cultural changes and developments, many countries worldwide engaged in ‘a 

globalised educational policy discourse’ in order to review their educational policies and 

establish new national curricula, testing and accountabilities to achieve the national 

educational targets, increase social and human capital and national productivity. Another 

response to the global changes and developments was to undergo international comparative 

testing organised by entities such as the OECD’s PISA and TIMSS, to improve national school 

performance. In relation to early years, the Holistic Early Childhood Development Index 

(HECDI) was developed as a global framework of policies to ensure adequate, appropriate 

provision in education, health, emotional, physical and social well-being services 

(Papatheodorou and Wilson 2016). However, Lingard (2010) contends that in their search for 

solutions to improve educational outcomes, governments pay little regard to the national 

context (its history, culture and politics). In their recount of participation in the Bloom’s (1956 

cited Clandinin and Connelly 2000:22) taxonomy revision team, Clandinin and Connelly 

explain that the great emphasis on evaluating the professional performance of practitioners 

and students’ learning outcomes overrides differences in people: their cognition, behaviour 

and perceptions. It also disregards the significance of history and context, and creates what 

they call ‘a grand narrative; an unquestioned way of looking at educational studies’. Similarly, 

Needham (2007) explains that, in the UK, enhancing the human and economic capital through 

education reforms in response to the globalising economy prioritises educational outcomes 

over early childhood services. 

The above leads to what Lingard (2010:132) calls ‘blind policy borrowing’, which can cause 

loss of autonomy, motivation, trust in teachers and educational leaders, and fruitful 

educational outcomes. Heavy reliance on high-stakes testing increases accountability and 

blind policy borrowing results in ‘uninformed prescription’ (ibid:130), which in turn produces 

‘uninformed professionalism’ (ibid:131) – two characteristics of ‘poorly performing’ national 

systems as per the OECD’s rating (ibid:130). I support Scott and his colleagues (2016:27) 

when they highlight the complexity of educational reforms and policy making due to ‘national 

and international competing forces of ideologies, education visions, and personal, political and 
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organisational interests’. Referring to extensive research evidence and results from various 

international policy production systems such as the USA, UK, Australia and Finland, Lingard 

(2010) and Scott et al. (2016) advocate the significance of policy learning that should 

accompany policy borrowing as guidance for fruitful educational change. According to them, 

a contextual comparative analysis of the source country and the recipient country against the 

backdrop of their contexts, guides the process of producing evidenced-informed policies. This 

helps in avoiding the dictation of ‘uninformed prescription’ to schools, and enables the 

formation of highly qualified, autonomous professionals who are evaluated through intelligent 

forms of accountabilities that respect their rights for trust and autonomy. These professionals 

are then empowered to lead and implement intellectually demanding pedagogies that cater 

for the needs of all children entrusted to them. 

Based on the above, it is relevant to consider two important elements related to professional 

practice and the development of practitioners. First, I argue that PD programmes and 

educational policies resulting from hurried education reform depreciate the value and 

importance of implicit learning and tacit knowledge that professionals have acquired from their 

personal and professional experiences throughout their careers. For that I refer to the 

prominence Dewey (1938) gives to educative experiences in building knowledge attainment, 

and the emphasis Dilthey (1962) puts on the realisation and learning that result from 

memorable experiences over time. Additionally, Eraut (2000) argues that implicit learning and 

tacit knowledge are suppressed by the formal knowledge obtained by academic awards and 

qualifications and training that are featured in the characteristics of traditional or new 

professionalism. Likewise, Schon’s (1983) models of reflective practice resonate with the 

studies of Pope and Denicolo (1993) on constructs in teacher thinking and Kelchtermans’ 

(1993) biographical study in teachers’ careers and PD. Their findings show that most of 

teachers’ tacit knowledge was based on experiences that were filled with emotions such as 

anger, anxiety, enthusiasm. The findings also reveal teachers’ personal attributes that fuelled 

their willingness to learn, and lit their perseverance with ambition to pursue their professional 

careers. These views are supported by Cable and Goodliff’s (2011) advocacy for the 

significance of skills and beliefs in forming the professional identities of EY practitioners. 

Second: moral purpose inspires and encourages professionals to persevere in their work 

despite the above-mentioned challenges. I borrow Nixon and his colleagues’ (2001:234) 

conceptualisation of professionalism in higher education to explain the prominence of moral 

purpose that is embodied in the values and practices over the self-regulations and status. To 

them, ‘the capacity of an occupational group to be extrovert, generous and knowledgeable in 

its relations with professional colleagues, other professional groups, and the public’ 
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demonstrates the primacy of value and practices embedded in their reasons for being 

committed to the practice in the best possible way. In agreement with Green (2009) and Carr’s 

(2000) genuine deliberation governing professional and civic responsibility, Nixon et al. 

(2001:234) call the moral purposefulness embedded in the commitment underpinning the 

professional practices the ‘deliberative processes’ without which ‘there would be no claim to 

professionalism’. In the case of school and kindergarten leaders, managerialism imposes 

excessive control over the organisational life in schools, overriding the support that leaders 

should provide their teachers and school community (Hoyle and Wallace 2005), hence, posing 

a threat to the professional identities of school/kindergarten leaders, and their efforts to 

progress in their careers. Additionally, the pressures that are exacerbated by the unceasingly 

changing educational policy limit further those leaders’ contended autonomy and 

empowerment, and could render their agency a fluctuation of competing and conflicting 

narratives (Hoyle and Wallace 2005; Lingard 2010). 

The above shows that there is nexus and conflict between professional responsibility and 

professional accountability throughout the career of school/kindergarten principals. Green 

(2009) introduces the notion of ‘responsibleness’, which could balance professional 

responsibility with the institutional/organisational one, to help the professional avoid excessive 

managerialism and the dangers of a moral and ethical divide between means and ends. 

In summary, appreciating the formation of principals is an integral part of understanding their 

agency towards their leadership roles, towards their career progress and for the good of their 

school communities. It could be argued, then, that principals that possess characters which 

are formed within a social, ethical and occupational context that values and instils moral and 

ethical virtues in their practical reasoning, wisdom and judgement can employ ‘the good that 

is … internal to the practice’ in working towards the ends they aim for (MacIntyre 2007:319). 

Stevenson (2006) highlights the interdependent relationship between professional identity, 

socialisation and career trajectories. Therefore, I am going to define the concept and styles of 

leadership, and then discuss the socialisation processes that contribute to the forming and 

shaping of the identity and characters of principals as a prelude to exploring their career 

trajectories. 

2.3 Leadership 
2.3.1 Exploring leadership and management 

Leithwood and Riehl (2003:2) and many others consider leadership to be a contested and 

complex concept. They provide a working definition for leadership that consists of two key 

functions: ‘providing direction and exercising influence … Leaders mobilise and work with 

others to achieve shared goals’. While leadership and management are overlapping and 
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complementary functions, the key functions of leadership emphasised in an organisation are 

inspiring, setting vision and goals, motivating, initiating change, decision-making, encouraging 

commitment, loyalty and constructive communication (Langston and Smith 1999; Coleman 

2005; Moyles 2006:5). The main functions of management, on the other hand, involve 

planning and organisation, monitoring and enforcing discipline, problem solving and 

administering tasks. Overall, there is a consensus among scholars in educational leadership 

(Cuban 1988; Bolman and Deal 1997; Fidler 1997; Bush and Coleman 2000) that both 

leadership and management are crucial for the success of organisational operations. 

2.3.2 Models and styles of educational leadership  
The current literature suggests various models of educational management: formal, collegial, 

subjective, political, ambiguous and cultural (Bush 2008). Six broad categories of educational 

leadership are identified that are based on the influencing individuals, type, purpose and the 

outcomes of this influence: instructional, transformational, moral, participative, managerial and 

contingent (Coleman 2005; Bush 2003). Contrastingly, the more holistic approach in 

leadership, such as Handy’s (1993:107) ‘best fit’ approach, creates mutual and interrelated 

influences between the leader, followers, tasks and the environment. 

Earlier theories limited the role of leadership to the innate traits of the leaders, mostly men, 

such as the ‘great man theory’ and the trait theory (Coleman 2005). Others focused on leaders’ 

actions such as the situational and behavioural theories (Gronn 1999). However, recent 

studies (Coleman 2005) identify competencies, in addition to traits, as important features 

evident in the leaders’ professional profile. Based on the socio-cultural and psychological 

theories of individual and social action-and-mind sets, a comparison between characteristics 

of successful educational leaders versus successful business leaders identified five key 

characteristics, what Gronn (1999:5) calls exceptional qualities, that effective leaders shared, 

which were: a strong sense of moral purpose, an understanding of the dynamics of change, 

an emotional intelligence necessary for building relationships, a commitment to developing 

and sharing new knowledge, and a capacity for creative coherence even in complex and 

chaotic conditions (Fullan 2002:2). Fullan’s and many other studies show that these traits 

could be learned, and are not restricted to the executives or appointed heads in the 

institutions/organisations, hence differentiating headship from leadership. This is echoed in 

Gronn’s (1999:6) definition of leadership as ‘a form of direct or indirect, legitimately expressed, 

influence’. 

Conversely, Sergiovanni (1992) mentions that the studies of the abovementioned models of 

leadership have focused mainly on the styles and decision-making levels, and on the impact 

of those activities on organisational effectiveness, as well as the satisfaction of followers, their 
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compliance and performance. Sergiovanni contends that viewing leadership as a 

psychological behaviour of persons, rather than professional and moral/spiritual actions in 

enacting ideas, gave extreme authority to the tools of leadership and management over 

professional and moral authority. Describing the situation as ‘separating the head and heart 

of leadership from its hands’ Sergiovanni (1992:3) anticipates McIntyre’s (1999) view of new, 

managerial forms of professionalisms in social structures that undermine moral agency, hence 

supressing/diminishing human agency. Sergiovanni’s concern about hollowing out the 

spiritual heart of leadership resonates with Green’s (2009) fear for professional responsibility 

lacking moral and ethical formation while guarding personal and organisational/institutional 

accountability towards professional performance and public service (Green 2009). Like this 

study, Sergiovanni draws attention to the accumulation of successful experiences in the 

practice of educational leadership in the field, evidenced by significant numbers of experiential 

studies. The theoretical and conceptual underpinnings of these successful practices are 

connected to all the works mentioned earlier highlighting the significance of continuous 

personal and professional learning, implicit and explicit (Schon 1983; Pope and Denicolo 

1993; Hoyle and John 1995; Carr  2000; Eraut  2000; Hoyle and Wallace  2005). These include 

employing reflective practice in professional experiences throughout the teaching and leading 

careers, guided by ethics that respect values, human agency and moral responsibility to self 

and the others (Schon 1983). 

2.3.3 Follower-centred leadership and the significance of culture in organisations 
A range of recent theories in leadership such as moral, institutional, charismatic and 

transformational theories are described as ‘renewed’ or ‘new’ styles of leadership (Bryman 

1992:2). The latter ones shift the bases of thinking about leadership from being leader-centred 

to the socially constructed follower-centred model. This study does not focus on examining 

and comparing the various models and styles of leadership. Rather, the emphasis is on 

examining the influence of leadership models pre-existing in the socio-cultural, political and 

organisational contexts on the identity formation of current leaders, and whether these models 

instil (aspects of) moral and ethical responsibility, and ‘responsibleness’ (Green 2009:117). 

The aim is to examine whether the identity formation endorses professional responsibility and 

accountability in the principals’ beliefs, attitudes and behaviours and 

interactions/communications throughout their career paths. Another key aim is to study the 

characteristics and potentials of follower-centred models of leadership that aspirant and 

current principals could embrace, during their career progress, and which empower them to 

adhere to their moral and ethical responsibility towards their profession, their advancement 

and to public service. 
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In their study of the relationships between school leadership and culture, Dimmock and Walker 

(2005) highlight the influence of culture on school leadership within different contexts and 

societies. Culture shapes school leaders’ values, beliefs and actions towards their followers, 

their communications and towards teaching and learning processes. The relation between 

culture and actions is described by Schein (2010:18) in his definition of organisational culture 

as: 

A pattern of shared assumptions that a group learned as it solved its 

problems of external adaptation and internal integration, that has worked well 

enough to be considered valid and, therefore, to be taught to new members 

as the correct way to perceive, think and feel in relation to those problems. 

 

Of the three constituents of culture: behaviours, artefacts and values, the latter is considered 

central to maintaining coherence in the organisation (Hofstede1993; Schein 2010). The impact 

of these constituents on diverse cultures is demonstrated by Dimmock and Walker (2005) in 

their societal/regional/cultural dimensions. They renamed Hofstede’s six cross-national 

dimensions, into: power-distributed/power-concentrated, group-oriented/self-oriented, 

consideration/aggression, proactivism/fatalism, generative/replicative, limited 

relationship/holistic relationship. These renewed dimensions seem to be more suitable than 

Hofstede’s cross-national dimensions to describe and analyse the following features of 

culture: assertiveness and exercise of power, relations, performance evaluation, innovation, 

achievement and organisational culture. Further evidence related to these dimensions will be 

shown in the data analysis. 

Furthermore, the mission and vision of an organisational culture contain its values and goals. 

However, inspiring and motivating people towards achieving the organisational goals requires 

the vision to be consistent with the daily values people live by (Gronn 1999). Hence, leaders 

need to continuously assess their strategy for achieving the organisational goals and re-align 

their present ways, if needed. Contrastingly, Dimmock and Tan (2016) argue that there is no 

universal path to achievement, and criticise the ‘naive empiricism’ present in international 

reports that is overconfident in relying on empirical data, largely quantitative and based on 

‘narrow set of scores’ (ibid:164). These reports over-simplify complex contextual factors in 

different cultures/countries. The examples of Singapore and Vietnam show that both countries’ 

education systems improved significantly, and their students topped the Programme for 

International Student Assessment (PISA) performances in Maths and Science tests, despite 

having tightly centralised ministries of education and scoring significantly less than the 

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development’s (OECD) average of school 



	 25	

autonomy. Three key factors were noted on the school leadership level that were responsible 

for these achievements: a rigorous appraisal process in all schools for every teacher, middle-

level and senior leader, that ensures every person responsible for their promotion is well 

informed of their attributes (Dimmock and Tan 2016). The other factor was a uniform and 

highly comprehensive programme for PD that every aspiring leader, middle and senior level 

leaders attend every time they apply for promotion, which according to Dimmock and Tan 

produced ‘a uniformly high standard of system alignment’ (ibid:169). The third factor was a 

diversion from the Anglo-American ethnocentric views considering successful principals as 

vision founders responsible for influencing their teachers to embrace it (Day et al. 2001; Bush 

and Glover 2014). Contrastingly, Singaporean principals are encouraged to embrace the 

Singapore MoE’s vision and become agents of change with a transformative style of 

leadership (Dimmock and Tan 2016). They are expected to prepare the youth for the 

challenges of the 21st century, inspire them to strive for a better future, comply with the 

government’s policy of nation building, contextualise their professional knowledge and skills 

to adapt to the environment and encourage their teachers and staff to adopt a shared vision 

and goals (ibid). These three factors are very relevant to the context and study at hand, and 

will be explored further in Chapters Five and Six. 

2.3.4 Power, micropolitics and influence  
A noteworthy dimension in leading and managing organisations is power. It is considered a 

key element of professional relations (Morley 2008). There are various sorts of interests, such 

as individual, professional, managerial and policy-oriented interests, which steer the 

management power within the organisation (Hoyle 1982). Hoyle (1982, 1999) explains an 

important conceptual distinction between two main aspects of power: authority as a legitimate 

form of power supported by abiding sanctions used for the decision-making process, and 

influence. Micropolitics exist in every organisation in ‘the informal networks, coalitions and 

intelligence that can promote or undermine initiatives and interventions for change’ (Morley 

2008:116). Moreover, the differences in socio-cultural and political characteristics of the wider 

national and regional organisational contexts complicate further the nature of organisational 

micropolitics. 

Most of the theories and definitions deem leadership to consider mainly ‘the influence process 

between leaders and followers’ (Dimmock and Walker 2005:11). Gronn (1999) claims that the 

follower-centric model shifts the influence of leadership from an administrative or management 

function owned and exerted by the leader to an attributed status that is accorded to leaders 

by followers. Exercising influence requires the followers to ascribe the status of leadership 

and accept the followership, thus accepting their leader’s influence. Culture plays a significant 
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role in forming leadership models in societies (Gronn1999). Therefore, corroborating 

Sergiovanni’s (1992) view of leadership, Dimmock and Walker (2005:12) believe that values, 

thoughts and behaviours are social and interactive processes influenced by culture, thereby 

transforming the leadership into a ‘socially bounded and constructed process’. Hence, the 

meaning of leadership would vary across the different societal cultures and 

organisations/institutions, which will govern the types and degrees of influences that shape 

the leadership. 

Gronn (1999:6) lists two key qualities that govern the selection of the leader: first, the level of 

interpersonal influence leaders display that accords with the followers’ interests, beliefs and 

attitudes, what he calls the ‘leader’s capital’. Influence is a reciprocal and cyclic process within 

which the leader engages in meaning-making to plan actions. He/she starts with the task of 

‘reading and assessing’ the culture of the workplace, the behaviours and attitudes of his/her 

subordinates to comprehend the pre-existing collective meanings. This reciprocal process 

leads to the second quality: the strength of followers’ identification with leaders, perceived as 

having ‘exceptional qualities’ (ibid:5). Followers identify strongly with leaders if they could be 

trusted to achieve collaboratively their ambitions, envisioned ends and the organisational 

goals (Gronn1999; Dimmock and Walker 2005). Moreover, ‘leaders are responsible for 

instilling meaning in organisations’ action and events … they must construct [perceptions of] 

reality for the followers’ (Griffin et al. 1987:202), which enables them to influence their followers 

to adopt ‘their preferred understandings of reality’ (Gronn 1999:8). 

Furthermore, power and influence result from global education reforms and international policy 

transfers mentioned earlier, that impose additional challenges on the work of principals, and 

show that their career development in times of change is not a unidirectional stress-free 

concept. It is important, then, to highlight those challenges next. 

2.3.5 External pressures  
The economic competition between the Western developed economies and the rest of the 

world, especially the South East Asian developing economies, leads countries worldwide to 

want to enhance their human capital, in terms of quantitative and qualitative productivity, in 

their effort to multiply and/or to diversify their economic resources (Stevenson 2006). This 

obviously varies for each country according to their levels of development and prosperity. 

Education is viewed as the vehicle to achieve the progress targets. However, globally, schools 

are directly impacted by these external pressures and the resulting tensions, to meet societal 

expectations through widening participation in education, raising standards and improving 

learning outcomes (ibid). 
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Furthermore, globalisation, wars, political instability, economic and social inequalities around 

the world, have a direct impact on the population flow to safer environments (Castles 2002; 

Favell et al. 2007). A consequence is increased social mobility and ethnic diversity in host 

countries (ibid). This adds pressure on schools that are expected to contribute to the social 

cohesion and inclusion in the face of social alienation and disengagement, the perceived 

threats to national identity and the resistance of some communities to the introduction of global 

citizenship (Stevenson 2006; Brock 2011). 

2.3.6 Internal tensions 
Stevenson (2006) explains that the external pressures add to the internal tensions school 

principals face, worldwide, within their specific contexts. These tensions articulate around 

three main areas: 

• Externally controlled accountability: The pressure initiated by international organisations, 

such as the OECD, the UN and others, to professionalise teachers and leaders to increase 

productivity in schools, lead to more state control and market forces. Excessive 

managerialism produces ‘hyper-accountability’ (Green 2009:117), which encourages 

private and quasi-markets to compete with the public sector in delivering services to the 

public. Schools (and higher education) league tables are initiated to influence parental 

choice, and cost-effective processes are prioritised along with marketisation, privatisation 

and out-sourcing of educational services (Whitty 2008). 

• Lack of resources: regardless of the differences between countries in terms of economies 

and level of wealth, public education suffers globally from being under-funded for different 

reasons, ranging from low developing countries lacking the resources, to high developing 

countries choosing to limit spending on public welfare systems, allowing the private sector 

to gain control over educational services (Ball 2008; Scott et al. 2016). 

• Uncertainty and complexity of the educational and social contexts: the dynamic and ever 

changing super-complex world produces unpredictable, ongoing and rapid changes in 

educational policy worldwide. This translates into standardised, prescribed curricula, 

performance and assessment criteria imposed by national governments and international 

entities such as the OECD and others, which limit the autonomy of principals and teachers, 

and represent a paradoxical ‘steering at a distance’ of de-centralised school managements 

by a centralised management (Gamble 1988:172; Whitty 2008:33). Based on their studies, 

Lingard (2010), Lingard and Lewis (2016), Lewis et al. (2016) and others argue that high-

stakes testing linked to accountability, standardised assessments and reduced curricula, 

inevitably escalate the challenges to school leadership and teaching and learning in terms 
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of autonomy, curriculum, pedagogy and evaluation. 

• The increased level of complexity principals face in managing various situations with multi-

levelled authorities, a diverse range of educational and non-educational service 

professionals and social agencies. Their multi-faceted leadership roles include work done 

inside the schools and outside in the community, physically and virtually through online 

technology, generating work overload (Stevenson 2006). 

 

Due to these external pressures and internal tensions, first, professionalism is constantly 

redefined, and the roles of principals and teachers as professionals are also continuously re-

professionalised and de-professionalised (Ball 2003; Stevenson 2006; Lingard 2010). 

Concern for client need and professional judgement is replaced by commercial decision-

making in a process Ball (2003:226) calls an ‘ethical retooling’ in the public sector. Second, 

Johnson and Hallgarten (2002) argue that many of the principals and teachers experience low 

morale and public distrust and perceive themselves as victims of change. Furthermore, these 

pressures and tensions threaten the sustainability of the core values, means and ends of 

education (Barnett 2008), as well as the principals’ moral agency towards their professional 

duties and ethical formations (MacIntyre 1999). Third, the external pressures and internal 

tensions intensify the challenges in the career routes of school/kindergarten leaders 

(Stevenson 2006). 

The studies presented thus far emphasise the significance of culture, socio-cultural and 

political contexts when examining the interpersonal influence of principals, as well as in 

exploring the identification processes in institutional/organisational contexts that are socially 

bounded. Studies also showed the challenges external pressures impose on the professional 

lives of principals. Overall, when poorly performing education systems and outcomes are 

expected to improve radically, a transformative model of leadership could help motivate all 

individuals involved in the educational process to work towards achieving the set targets. 

Therefore, I will examine charismatic leadership and transformational leadership as two 

models that are relevant in my contextual exploration of identity formation of principals. A 

further exploration aims at observing whether these two models inspire principals to take 

ownership of their own PD to advance their careers. 

2.3.7 Transformational leadership 
Transformational leadership dominated educational scholars’ attention and studies in the 

1990s, in response to the policy-driven top-down dominant models of educational leadership 

(Hallinger 2003). Bass (1985) identifies key qualities that distinguish exceptional leaders from 

others in that they can perform, inspire and support others to perform, beyond expectations. 
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He outlines four main elements that a transformational leader should possess: charisma, 

inspirational leadership, individual consideration and intellectual stimulation. Bass argues that 

these elements assist the leader in instilling organisational values, motivating, supporting 

his/her subordinates and encouraging proactive problem-solving attitudes while improving 

their performance. 

Consequently, a conceptual model for transformational leadership in education was 

composed by Leithwood and his colleagues (2000), that comprised seven key factors: vision, 

shared goals, individualised support, intellectual stimulation, culture building, rewards, high 

expectations and modelling. Nevertheless, this extended and modified construct was founded 

on an integrated vision of teachers, principal and the school/organisation, and promoted a 

shared leadership model between the principal and teachers. This would empower teachers 

and promote their sense of ownership towards the shared vision and goals (Gronn 1999; 

Hallinger 2003), motivate them to increase their engagement in the schools’ short and longer-

term objectives and enhance their sense of achievement. However, the research also stressed 

the significance of combining the transactional style of instructional leadership with the 

transformational style, to help create balance between carrying out the overwhelming burden 

of daily routine tasks that are required for an effective and efficient functioning of schools 

(Hallinger 2003:338, 343, 347, 348). 

Bush (2003) associates transformational leadership with the collegial model of management 

which raises specific issues considering the bureaucratic, centralised context under study. To 

help the principals direct followers towards achieving educational outcomes, a significant 

degree of authority and autonomy in leadership is required (Caldwell and Spinks 1992) to 

enable the application of the above-mentioned seven factors. Additionally, there are certain 

limitations of transformational leadership. Since the model promotes shared leadership, 

sophisticated measures grounded in extensive contextual studies are required to evaluate the 

leader’s performance, such as teacher engagement, teacher perceptions of change and 

improvement, and student engagement with the school (Hallinger 2003). Another limitation is 

the variations in cultures leading to variation in evaluation standards due to differences in the 

empirical evidence from one cultural context to another, challenging educational policy. A third 

limitation is the difficulty of measuring personal qualities of leaders through the processes of 

evaluation and training. Hallinger notes the scarcity of empirical studies concerning this issue. 

The cultural context at hand already encourages further reading into charismatic leadership 

as a second model that is evident in the UAE, discussed next. 

2.3.8 Charismatic leadership 
House (1976) explains that ‘the basis for charismatic appeal is the emotional interaction that 
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occurs between followers and their leader’ (Antonakis and House 2013:6). According to 

House, charismatic leaders are perceived as courageous role models, with ‘a high degree of 

self-confidence, moral conviction and pro-social assertiveness’ who initiate change to 

improved situations and desired outcomes. Charismatic leaders set high expectations for 

themselves and their followers. They continue to inspire their followers to engage with their 

vision and goals, motivating them to achieve the leaders’ goals. This theoretical model 

conforms with Gronn’s (1999) analysis of the personal influence and identification that is 

significant in the characteristics of educational leaders to ensure their followers’ ascription of 

leadership. In contrast, Zaleznik (1989) notes that managers employ formal, rational and 

bureaucratic structures in their work, and discourage creativity. Unlike leaders, managers 

avoid emotions in their relationships with their followers, and apply material rewards as 

incentives for monitoring their performance. These ideas resonate with Sergiovanni’s (1992) 

concerns about the rational outcomes-driven aspect of the dominant styles of educational 

leadership. 

A model of leader-follower transformative leadership is suggested by Burns (1978 cited 

Antonakis and House 2015:7), that merges the charismatic, transformational and transactional 

styles. In this model, leaders and followers are encouraged to have a working relationship that 

is “based on the exchange of valued items, whether political, economic and emotional …”, 

and at the same time promotes motivation, morality and ethical objectives for all. Burn’s view 

supports the proposition of the study at hand. Nevertheless, the control and influence present 

in both the transformational and charismatic leadership models might pose a threat to 

autonomy and democracy due to strong influence and power imbalance (Chirichello 1999; 

Allix 2000). Moreover, due to the specificities related to early childhood education and care, 

leadership in early years demands further exploration. 

2.3.9 Educational leadership in the early childhood profession 
Rodd (2013:5) describes educational leadership in the early childhood profession as a concept 

that ‘has yet to be constructed from systematic debate about the properties of, opportunities 

for and barriers to leadership’. However, she acknowledges the role is critical, regardless of 

leaders’ initial qualifications and experience, and bears a complex responsibility to meet the 

diverse needs of young children, families and local communities (ibid:2). 

Male and Nicholson (2016) explain that the overall authority and accountability of operations 

and outcomes often lies with individual formal leadership, in the form of headship. Hence, 

context and situation determine the effectiveness of headship in terms of establishing an 

organisational/ institutional core purpose that serves societal and organisational values. Male 

and Palaiologou (2012:107) suggest pedagogical leadership as a comprehensive style of 
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leadership that focuses on ‘the centrality of relationships with others, such as the learners, 

parents, community, and government, and the building of a learning community’. 

Consequently, a further exploration of pedagogical leadership in early years settings is 

now provided. 

2.3.9.1 Pedagogical leadership 
 

A. Conceptualisation of pedagogy 

Heikka and Waniganayake (2011) explain that meanings and conceptualisations of pedagogy 

are dependent on time, social contexts and disciplines. Therefore, in relation to early childhood 

care and education, relevance, context/culture and significance are essential in the 

theorisation and conceptualisation of pedagogy and pedagogical leadership. Van Manen 

(1997:2) emphasises the situational and relational aspects of pedagogy when he defines 

it as ‘the activity of teaching, parenting, educating, or generally living with children, that 

requires constant practical acting in concrete situations and relations.’ Alexander (2000) 

broadens further the connotation of pedagogy by linking it to the integral dimensions of 

theories, beliefs, policies and challenges that underline and shape it.’ Furthermore, in his 

social learning theory, Bandura (1977) emphasises that children are active learners in 

that they employ their observation, imitation, association and generalisation processes 

embedded in their social context to learn (Papatheodorou and Potts 2016). This learning 

process accords with Vygotsky’s (2002) view that children’s development and ongoing 

learning form the multifaceted, composite, interdependent and relational construct of 

values, beliefs, norms, traditions and practices inherent in their socio-cultural milieu. It is 

worth noting here that this construct, including academic theories and experiential 

learning, are integrated in, and form/reshape the knowledge that members of 

communities use individually and collectively in the above-mentioned activities of teaching 

and learning, educating, parenting, during and throughout the processes of establishment 

of the socio-cultural, institutional/organisational, and political structures and systems. In 

this sense, contextual histories and memories, individual and collective experiences of 

community members throughout their lives, incorporating their beliefs, perceptions, 

norms/traditions and aspirations (Dewey 1938; Dilthey 1962), create the stories of their 

growth and developing futures. This accumulative knowledge that is contained in and 

communicated through the above-mentioned activities becomes, then, an essential part 

of individual and social pedagogy (Male and Palaiologou 2012). I thus argue that this 

knowledge establishes the core of human capital that is significant in developing 

individuals and communities/countries, which will be discussed later. 
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Moreover, Papatheodorou and Potts (2016) draw attention to the equal significance of 

child development and culture in societies. They highlight the influence of socio-cultural 

diversity (such as ethnic, religious, linguistic), and how the resulting dominant narratives 

that echo (collective) culture, ideologies, policies from within the social institutions and 

professional organisations affect children’s learning and development. Therefore, multiple 

factors become key in developing early childhood education and care. These include the 

concepts of culture/context, acknowledgement of diversity collaborative learning/group 

work, fostering relationships, scaffolding and adult-guided participations. The centrality of 

these concepts is evident in the current national and international policies of many 

governments/countries to improve their economies, their citizens’ well-being, and the 

national social improvement/progress (Papatheodorou and Potts 2016). However, in 

many contexts (including the context under study) there seems to exist a major conflict 

related to the preparation of young generations for the future : between a) creating child-

focused learning environments that nurture children’s continuous active learning, help 

them become confident and capable communicators, independent inquirers and critical 

thinkers, and b) imposing prescribed formal and limited curricula that focus on student 

attainment and prioritise outcomes (Male and Palaiologou 2012). One main reason is 

national and international competitiveness –  amidst globalisation – in economies and 

education as explained in section 2.3.6 (Stevenson, 2006), a challenge that Lingard 

(2010) and others caution enforces restricted curricula and high-stakes testing, thereby 

challenging constructive forms of pedagogy. According to Bottery (2006:104), continuous 

learning becomes an important ability that is necessary for the development of global 

economy, a view corroborated by Male and Palaiologou (2012) in prioritising learning 

processes and knowledge construction over student attainments and outcomes.  

 

With specific reference to early childhood education, Vygotsky (1997:1) explains the 

influence of education on individuals’ development stating that ‘education consists of a 

deliberate organised and prolonged effort’ that requires clear and well-defined laws/policies, 

processes, techniques and objectives. Additionally, preparatory socialisation agencies such 

as families, educational agencies and reference groups continuously influence 

individuals’ learning/education and character formation (Gronn 1999). This indicates the 

need for all the protagonists in early childhood education and care to embrace a relational 

holistic approach to pedagogy, one in which Moss (2006:32) affirms ‘learning, care and 

upbringing are interwoven and interconnected.’ In the same vein, Siraj-Blatchford (2007), 

Nutbrown (2012), Aubrey (2011) and Needham (2014) affirm the significance of multi-

professional teamwork and multi-agency working in providing education and care in early 

childhood. This view also emphasises the importance of the interconnected nature of 
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relationships among learners, parents, community and government, which is also 

reinforced by Male and Palaiologou (2012:107) as they propose pedagogical leadership, 

discussed next, to facilitate the building of learning communities. 

 

B.  Pedagogical leadership 

The educational reform efforts of national governments and policy makers are directed 

mainly towards enhancing the qualifications of teachers and leaders, improving teaching, 

learning and student performance. This requires establishing responsible, efficient and 

effective school cultures that nurture learning for all its members (Deal and Peterson 

2009); school cultures that contribute to the development of human capital and 

communities’ social improvement. I agree with Sergiovanni (1998) that educational 

authorities, policy makers and school leaders promote and implement the 

transformational, transactional, bureaucratic and entrepreneurial styles of leadership to 

administer, motivate, monitor and evaluate the achievement of targets. However, I believe that 

for an educational change process that creates, maintains and fosters continuous learning in 

schools, there needs to be professional responsibility reflected in the work of practitioners who 

themselves value learning, use their practical knowledge and wisdom with an ethical and 

moral commitment to ‘a duty of care for the task in hand, and towards other people’ (Green 

2009:123). My argument is supported by Sergiovanni’s (1998) view that continuous learning 

and capacity building are the central activities of pedagogy. Sergiovanni (1998:37-38) 

therefore proposes a model for pedagogical leadership as a ‘capital intensive’ style of 

leadership that develops various types of human capital to help ‘schools become caring, 

focused and inquiring communities within which teachers work together as members of a 

community of practice.’ School principals as leaders develop the intellectual and professional 

capacities of teachers, in an ethical, moral and transparent environment of mutual 

responsibilities while modelling shared institutionalised values and purposes.  Together, 

principals and teachers learn and create professional learning communities, where teachers 

are encouraged to inquire and share their practices to scaffold and advance their learning. 

Based on Sergiovanni’s suggested model, principals, as pedagogical leaders, address the 

educational, cultural and psychological needs of all the school community members within 

their roles and responsibilities through facilitating, managing and supervising the school 

operations in a motivating, enabling culture. Supported by a transparent harmonious culture 

of mutual consideration, respect and problem solving, principals contribute to the solving of 

social challenges intrinsic to the community at large, with a decent degree of autonomy in their 

schools. This is what Sergiovanni (1998:42) calls ‘pedagogical authority’: making good 

decisions safeguarded by their responsibilities. These intellectual and professional capitals 

could enable school leaders and teachers to serve children’s interests well by establishing 
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and nurturing the delivery of a context-relevant child-focused curriculum, where teachers 

enrich children’s learning experiences, facilitate their personal growth, help them participate 

actively in their learning and become independent thinkers. Learning therefore becomes a 

holistic pedagogical process that allows all parties involved in providing/supporting care and 

education to contribute to the development of the children’s social and academic capitals 

(ibid). However, to facilitate and/or integrate such model in their leadership styles, school 

principals are required to understand well the broader aspects of culture and context which 

influence their views and understandings of leadership. In their efforts to address the diverse 

needs of teachers, students, parents and the extended community, school leaders need to 

understand and respond to the culturally unique contexts in and outside their schools, as is 

discussed next. 

 

2.3.9.2 Culturally responsive/ relevant leadership 
Khalifa and his colleagues (2016) affirm the significance of context in defining and identifying 

the nature, characteristics and quality of school culture, curriculum and teaching and learning 

in educational settings. Previous studies have shown the significant contribution of ethos and 

culture to schools’ effectiveness and students’ academic achievement (Deal and Peterson 

2009). Current studies also emphasise the central role of school culture: when schools 

established purposeful structures and professional cultures, embraced shared values, beliefs, 

norms and appropriate educational visions, teaching and learning improved and a sense of 

community that shares purpose, social trust and commitment to school improvement was 

created (ibid:8-12). 

 

I also concur with Paris (2012:95) when he highlights the role of demographics, time and 

continuity: what Tuan (1996:445) describes as ‘the personality of the place’, in the pedagogical 

practices, and the importance of a ‘culturally sustaining pedagogy’. This supports Gronn’s 

(1999) emphasis on the impact of social agencies (discussed earlier in 2.3.11) in forming 

individual, social and professional identities of community members generally, and leaders 

specifically. For this relevant sustenance to succeed I borrow Cazden and Leggett’s (1976) 

proposition of a framework of culturally responsive pedagogy within which school systems 

embrace all features of the community cultures, indigenous as well as minority, through active 

parent participation, with an inclusive recruitment and in-service training of the workforce. 

Such a framework values the private and social histories of the community in which the ‘human 

footprints’ (Wilkins 2014:22) of its members, especially the role models, are integrated to 

address their ongoing influence on the various important aspects of identity such as language, 

knowledges, culture, religious beliefs, worldviews, behaviours and appearances (Cazden and 

Leggett 1976). In doing so, the school community could become more effective in 
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accommodating and educating not only its students, but also all its members: leaders, 

educators and parents (Khalifa et al. 2016). Working within a contextually relevant framework 

of continuous professional learning and practice, principals could ‘create school contexts and 

curriculum that respond effectively to the educational, social, political, and cultural needs of 

students’ (ibid:1278). 

 

2.3.9.3 Summary 
The above exploration echoes many pivotal features of instructional, transformational, 

charismatic and follower-centred styles of leadership, a view supported by several scholars 

(Khalifa et al. 2016; Leithwood and Jantzi 2006; Ishimaru, 2014; Anderson, 2009; Cooper, 

2009; Hallinger and Leithwood 1998). Across the leadership levels in the educational 

organisation, school principals, of all leaders, are seen to have one of the greatest 

opportunities to develop the teaching processes and skills of their teachers, and advance their 

students’ learning (Villegas and Lucas, 2002 Castagno and Brayboy 2008; Khalifa 2012). 

According to Khalifa et al. (2016), the influence, authority and accountability that is entrusted 

with the school principals within their leading and managing positions/roles, towards policy 

implementation and managing employees and resources, empowers them to create and 

maintain a unique context-relevant school culture considering all members of the school 

community: teachers, students and parents.  Thus, such a school culture addresses 

everyone’s cultural needs and achieves targeted student outcomes. 

In line with the above, the following are the specificities of early childhood education and 

care that require integrating the above-mentioned styles, and others, of leadership 

dependent on context and situations: 

A. The need for a more distributed, shared and collaborative style of leadership  

Aubrey (2011:2) and Hallet (2014) both argue that EY settings need a more distributed and 

shared style of leadership because they constitute ‘smaller, more people-oriented and informal 

programs’ that continue to change due to nationally and internationally influenced and 

changing milieu. Early childhood leadership is described as multiple and shared (Kagan and 

Hallmark 2001:2). It is viewed as a ‘dynamic relationship’ (Rost 1993:100; Aubrey 2011:3) that 

reflects the collaborative effort resulting from ‘groups working together’ rather than individual 

efforts, to influence, inspire and generate change. Bennis (2000:1-2) also rejects the model of 

individual-based hierarchical leadership and describes shared and distributed leadership as 

‘a workforce that is in creative alliance with top leadership’. An important feature highlighted 

by Nutbrown (2012:20,55) is the inclusiveness in EY leadership, through leading different 

aspects of provision and practice in all levels of the setting. This verifies Hallet (2014), Siraj-
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Blatchford and Hallet’s (2014) and Nicholson’s (2016) advocacy for the empowering effect of 

shared leadership leading to sustainability, while building leadership capacities and 

capabilities in all EY practitioners, ‘utilising their professional strengths’ (Nicholson 2016:100). 

B. The need for early years settings to be multi-agency, multidisciplinary and 

interdisciplinary workplaces  

Bloom (1999), Rodd (1997, 2013) and others stress the significance of context in maximising 

the efficiency and effectiveness of multi-dimensional leadership in the EY. Kindergarten 

leaders and their staff come from different disciplines, with a varying level of knowledge and 

experience. Siraj-Blatchford (2000:98) defines partnership working as ‘a working relationship 

that is characterised by a shared sense of purpose, mutual respect and the willingness to 

negotiate’. Hence, there is an essential need for collaboration between many entities: 

kindergarten leaders and staff, parents, health and special needs services, social services, 

training centres and higher and further education institutions for PD (Siraj-Blatchford and 

Manni 2007; Aubrey 2011; Hallet 2014; Jackson and Needham, 2014). According to French 

(2007), all relationships resulting from the established partnership are directed towards 

safeguarding the educational, health and social needs of the children. To achieve that, the 

formal leader is expected to: empower subordinates on the operational level, provided there 

exists mutual trust, accountability and commitment to organisational values; show initiative 

and create a synergetic team of senior leaders, qualified practitioners in the settings, support 

staff and the professionals from other agencies to succeed in their work (Male and Nicholson 

2016). 

An important issue here is to work towards inclusion by attending to the unique set of needs 

of all children, such as belief system, cultural background, family situation, to facilitate their 

participation (Owen 2016:295). 

Collectively, these studies also confirm the significance of the continuous PD and 

professionalisation in the EY, and emphasise the value of professional (work) experiences, 

implicit learning and tacit knowledge. Care, passion, reflection and professional responsibility 

founded on care and moral and ethical commitment are considered central features of the 

work in the EY settings. 

C. Attention to the inevitable feature of gendered leadership  

Siraj-Blatchford and Manni (2007) confirm the dominance of female leadership in the EY due 

to women’s traditional preference to work in ‘feminine’ professions (Carli and Eagly 2011:106) 

such as teaching, caring for children and nursing. These professions embrace care (Osgood 

2006) and nurturing, and are characterised by a ‘mother-like identity’ (Ailwood 2008:162; 
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Hallet 2014:12). Aubrey (2011:2) cautions against the inclination to link leadership styles and 

characteristics to masculine or feminine traits. However, features of women’s leadership that 

favour power-sharing, collaboration, shared decision-making, embracing a culture of trust, 

openness and commitment are considered more appropriate for early childhood education 

and care (Blackmore 1989; Shakeshaft 1989). Dimmock and Walker’s (2005) 

societal/regional/cultural dimensions, mainly related to distributed power, consideration, and 

group-oriented holistic relationships in EY cultures validate these analyses and advocate for 

the essentiality of these dimensions/features in EY leadership. 

The review presented so far leads me to discuss how the formation process prepares the 

principals for their leadership roles, and what contextual factors facilitate or hinder their career 

progress. 

2.3.10 The formation and career development of educational leaders 
The notion of ‘career’ suggests a projected route of an occupation that includes a set of 

rewards including a financial reimbursement, status, capacity for expressing professional 

identity and skills, as well as fulfilling personal interests (Gronn 1999). Gronn (1999:27) 

defines career progression as ‘desired, vertical, ladder-like movement through age-related 

and time-phased stages’. Age, professional experience, qualifications, appraisal of skills and 

competence and formal requirements in organisations control the speed and movement of 

individuals in their career advancement. Bandura (1986) asserts that the formative stage in 

individuals’ lives has a great influence on the construction of their cognitive and social 

competencies, their self-efficacies and their future career choices. 

 

The theoretical frameworks of career development include several factors such as personal 

goals, self- actualisation roles, national and international objectives (Leung 2008). These 

frameworks consider the universal application of key theories while studying further culture-

specific models for better cross-cultural adaptation, enhancement and validity (ibid). One 

prominent career development theory is the Social Cognitive Career Theory (SCCT) (Lent et 

al. 2002; Lent 2005) that is linked to the purpose of this study. It is based on Bandura’s self-

efficacy theory (1977:191), which suggests that behaviour and expected personal/self-efficacy 

result from four main sources of information: performance accomplishments, vicarious 

experience, verbal persuasion, and physiological states. SCCT is supported by many 

empirical studies, including international ones (Leung and Hou 2005; Leung 2008). SCCT is 

seen to offer a comprehensive framework to understand the development of career interest, 

choice, and performance through emphasising the reciprocal influence between individuals 

and their environment (Leung 2008:126). There is dynamic interaction and an intertwined 
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relationship between the three central variables that construct the SCCT model: self-efficacy, 

outcome expectations and personal goals. Thus, individuals’ personal goals and intentions, 

coupled with their awareness of their efficacy guides their actions and directs their career 

choices. They become intrinsically motivated to achieve their goals, regardless of the external 

motivators (rewards), through an ‘unfolding process’ (ibid:126). Additionally, the reciprocal 

influence between the individuals and their environment (contextual factors) resonates with 

the influence of societal/regional/cultural dimensions (Dimmock and Walker 2005). Therefore, 

society and culture influence the construction of characteristics of the self, such as identity, 

resilience, self-efficacy, self-esteem as well as govern acceptable career choices when 

compromises become unavoidable. The findings of many empirical studies that tested the 

SCCT indicated, also, the significance of family and social support in increasing self-efficacy 

and career choice decisions, as discussed later in Chapter Five. 

 

An interesting thread that could be examined is Gottfredson’s (1981) theory of circumscription 

and compromise, which claims the existence of interaction between genetic make-up and 

environment, with the possibility of individuals influencing the environment in favour of their 

career choices. Despite insufficient empirical studies supporting it, and the difficulty reported 

in testing its propositions (Swanson and Gore 2000), my interest in reviewing this theory stems 

mainly from its relevance to the socio-cultural factors governing the perceptions of indigenous 

populations. Starting from their childhood to youth, individuals eliminate specific career 

possibilities based on four stages of social/institutional/economic/organizational 

circumscription: orientation to size and power, orientation by sex roles, orientation to social 

valuation, and finally, the orientation to the internal, unique self when youth prioritise their 

private aspects of self-concept (personality, values, skills, interests). Individuals could engage 

in a second process; compromising, as they look for career choices that are appropriate for 

their context and life situations, and which reflect more their desired life goals and prestige. 

 

Both the above theories highlight ‘compromise’, that Leung (2002, 2008) argues is an 

important factor in the culture of Asian communities. Likewise, Bandura (1986) notes the 

restrictions women feel or face in choosing their careers, due to their family responsibilities. 

Bandura also highlights that career options are limited by women’s self-beliefs that are 

influenced by their perceived inefficacy in educational requirements for men-dominated 

occupations, or the inappropriateness of some occupations that are linked traditionally to men, 

implying that the level of perceived self-efficacy determines the range and decisiveness of 

career choices. Evetts (1987, 1993) supports Bandura’s argument in a study concerning 

English female primary and secondary heads. These considerations lead to exploring the 
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processes of socialisation agencies on the formation of leaders, and the influence of 

institutions/organisations influences on their career progress. 

 

2.3.11 Stages of career progress 

Based on their study on school principals’ career trajectories in England, Coleman and 

Campbell-Stephens (2010:39) outline the four stages of career development of school 

leaders: preparation through gaining qualifications and career plans; establishment through 

entering teaching and lower levels of management; advancement (development) by acquiring 

further qualifications and being promoted to senior levels of management; acquisition and 

performance of the role of head teacher. Gronn (1999), on the other hand, uses a career 

model of leadership within the wider cultural and societal context constituting leaders’ 

formation, their accession into the professional landscape, incumbency and divestiture. The 

first three stages, will be used later in the data analysis to understand the role preparatory 

socialization processes – such as culture, society, family, education institutions, peers and 

reference groups – play in the formation of the principals’ personal and professional identities 

and experiences, and how this preparation makes them potential candidates for leadership. 

Additionally, these stages could help analyse whether and how principals were able to 

convince authorities of their eligibility to access the leadership roles in their schools, and how 

they were able to overcome the contextual external pressures and internal tensions. 

Figures 2.1 and 2.2 explain the conceptual frameworks of the formation of leadership character 

and career progress. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.1 Conceptual framework: main frame, adapted from Gronn (1999) 
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Figure 2.2 Conceptual framework: formation of leaders and career progress model. 

A. Stage 1: formation of leaders 

Two key factors contribute to the preparation of leaders and the formation of their identities. 

The first factor is the formative approaches identified by Armstrong (1973): the ascription 

model, in which individuals were selected based on their heredity and family status, then 

segregated from a young age to be prepared for elite leadership roles. Next, the achievement 

model, in which individuals acquired leadership positions based on their level of education, 

knowledge of management and merit. A third model, customisation was introduced by the 

Task Force on Leadership and Management Skills–Commonwealth Government (Karpin 

1995) that introduced the strategy of preparing leaders through providing them with knowledge 

and training of skills best fitted for the requirements of the workplace. These formative 

approaches control and guide leaders’ education and later, direct their accession to the 

profession. Although these models could be reviewed chronologically, the political and socio-

cultural contexts of societies/countries’ social structure and systems influence the modes of 

leadership preparation (see Chapter Five). 

The second factor contributing to the formation of leaders’ identities is their life experiences 

constructed within a framework of historical, cultural and societal contexts (Gronn 1999; 

Coleman and Campbell-Stephens 2010).  
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Figure 2.3 Analytical Framework: mutual influences of values, worldview and outlook. 

Families play a key role in building self-efficacy in their children, which is then influenced further 

by their peer references, schools and the wider community (Bandura 1986). Furthermore, the 

influences of preparatory socialisation processes contained in their families, educational 

agencies and reference groups (peers, friends, mentors, consciousness-shaping media) form 

and continue to re-shape the characters, identities, values and working styles of leaders (Gronn 

1999). The sense of self reflected in their personal characteristics and self-representation, their 

ethics, morals and values underpinning their work and their interactions are a product of their 

socialisation agencies and formative agencies. It is how their identities and characters are 

formed and their working styles are constructed (ibid). In their study of perceptions of career 

progress of black and ethnic minority school leaders, Coleman and Campbell-Stephens (2010) 

found that the principals recalled how religion, family upbringing and role models formed and 

influenced their sense of self and their moral purposes of working in education, and shaped 

the quality of their work. The study on ethnic, gender and class intersections in British women’s 

leadership experiences (Showunmi et al. 2016) also highlighted the influence of values (Figure. 

2.3) and cultural/religious upbringing in reinforcing leadership identity, work ethics and agency 

to community in the responses of its female participants from Asian and Black ethnicities. 

B. Stage 2: accession 

Aspirant leaders exercise their potentials and skills in leadership during their beginning years 

in schools. To qualify for leadership roles, teachers use their creativity and innovation to build 

their professional knowledge and enhance their work competence (Gronn 1999) to 

‘accomplish organisationally valued tasks’, to maximise performance (Kanfer and Ackerman 

2007:336-337). Teachers invest in available opportunities for development and establish a 

preferred working style for presenting an attractive reputation that could convince their 

assessors of their credibility in leadership responsibilities (Gronn 1999). Teachers might 

recognise some successful turning points, and they might also face challenges or suffer from 

critical incidents (Cunningham 2008). A strong demonstration of self-belief (confidence) in 

terms of building resilience, self-efficacy and self-esteem reflecting their professional value is 

essential, too, for the aspirant leaders to become strong candidates for succession (Gronn 

1999). In their conceptualisation of work competence from a person-oriented perspective, 

Kanfer and Ackerman (2007) include abilities, knowledge and skills, motivation, personality 

and self-concept as determinants for work competence. Figures 2.4 to 2.7 explain the 

Values

Worldview Outlook
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analytical frameworks of the socialisation processes, key constituents of leadership and the 

stages of career progress. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.4 Analytical framework: influences of socialisation processes. 

C. Stage 3: incumbency 

 

 

Figure 2.5 Analytical Framework: key constituents of leadership, adapted from Gronn 
(1999). 

 

Once selected by the formal systems of promotion or appointment at the initiation phase, a key 

task of incumbent leaders to be accepted by their followers in the school is to impress them 

with their shared vision, values and goals, fair, considerate attitudes, constructive 

communication, good wise management of change and an inclusive shared style of leadership 

(Gronn 1999; Hallinger 2003; Antonakis and House 2013). It is expected that ambitious 

principals take responsibility for their own PD as a feature of their work competence (Kanfer 

and Ackerman 2007). Through exercising their autonomy and using their networks, principals 

are expected to support their teachers, students and the rest of the school community in their 

learning and development. A main task is to use the school’s resources to support everyone’s 

learning, and study the challenging situations stemming from external pressures or internal 

tensions in leading and managing the school. Figure 2.6 shows the inter-related elements of 

professional identity. In conclusion, the nature of relationship between the principal and 

teachers, the style of her/his leadership and the commitment to achieve the school objectives 

indicate the level of principal’s agency (Day et al. 2001). 
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Figure 2.6 Analytical framework: constituents of Professional Identity. 

All these actions demonstrate competence and role mastery, and are reported in the studies 

of many authors as evidence of successful leadership (Day et al. 2001; Leithwood and Reihl 

2003; Barnett and McCormick 2004; Marzano et al. 2005; Leithwood et al. 2008). 

D. Stage 4: divestiture/ advancement 

Disenchantment is a phase that could occur during the career trajectories of experienced 

principals and lead them to leave their role for various reasons, such as lack of motivation, 

resistance to change (Gronn 1999), giving up on unattainable goals or attainable goals for 

uncontrollable reasons (Carver and Scheier 2007) and low environmental responsiveness 

(Bandura 1986). In other cases, principals decide to change their profession, reinvent and 

advance to other roles/occupations. Divestiture could be planned by principals, as in resigning 

voluntarily or retirement. Or it could be enforced by formal authorities involuntarily, in which 

case it could be traumatic. It could be unplanned for reasons such as aging, illness, incapacity, 

lack of fulfilment or death (Gronn 1999). Figure 2.7 provides the overall conceptual framework. 
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Figure 2.7 Overall analytical framework of career path. 

 

This provides important insights into the styles of educational leadership, significance and 

complexity of school culture and a model of career progress for principals. Further details and 

analysis of personal attributes of leaders, their preferred working styles of leadership and 

management, and their actions while progressing in their career will be elaborated in Chapter 

Five. 

 

In view of the above, I can now describe the context of the UAE, and show its specificities in 

terms of early childhood education and leadership styles, along with the institutional context 

of its Public Kindergartens. My objective is to indicate the facilitators and hindrances that the 

kindergarten principals might have experienced throughout their career trajectories during 

times of rapid change. 

 

2.4 The UAE context 
The UAE Inspection Framework (UAE MoE 2017:7) outlines, among its ambitious objectives, 

the following three that are tightly related to the focus of this study: 

1.  Ensure that 100 per cent of public schools have highly effective leadership. 

2.  Ensure that 100 per cent of schools have high-quality teachers. 

3.  Ensure that 100 per cent of children in the UAE attend pre-primary education. 
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Since the establishment of its federation, the UAE witnessed a rapid increase in public 

kindergarten numbers, which according to Badri (2005), reflects a notable awareness of 

and attention to early childhood and education. Seven kindergartens were founded 

in1973/1974 that enrolled 2135 children, who were taught and cared for by 73 teachers. 

This number grew to 97 kindergartens in 2004/2005 with a student population of 20945, 

taught by 1345 teachers (Badri 2005). In those early days, however, an appropriate early 

childhood pedagogy and curriculum with a clear vision, purpose and structure was absent.  

Suitable professional guidance and teacher training was also missing. Thus, many 

kindergarten teachers adopted the primary schooling strategies, and others depended on 

their own sets of knowledge, practical reasoning and skills in their teaching (ibid). In 1982, 

the first national curriculum for early years was developed, which later went through 

several reviews and improvement cycles. In 1997, the Kindergarten Development Center 

(KDC) was founded in Dubai as a model early years setting and training centre, which 

introduced in 1998 the child-focused and modified early years curriculum (ibid). 

Nevertheless, this modified curriculum has also undergone (and is still undergoing) many 

reviews and improvement cycles to shift it from a teacher-centred and mere knowledge-

delivery process to a creative and innovative child-focused learning activity (Badri 2005; 

 .(Mehana 2018 ;2017 وثیقة معاییر ریاض األطفال

Previously, ADEC and KHDA supported the federal MoE in improving the quality of education 

in their respective emirates, Abu Dhabi and Dubai, in response to the comprehensive 

education reform in the UAE (MoE 2007). In line with the performance standards and 

measures of the international education reforms, in 2015 the unified UAE School Inspection 

Framework was designed to improve the quality of teachers’ work, and increase the 

effectiveness of principals’ leadership in schools across the seven emirates (UAE MoE 2017). 

However, there are no official statistics published yet about the current percentage of schools 

that have achieved the above two targets. With regard to children in pre-schools, in 2016, the 

enrolment rate of children in public and private pre-schools, between the ages of four and five, 

was 91 per cent (UAE Vision2021 2010). Additionally, in its recent UAE Numbers report, 

the Federal Competitiveness and Statistics Authority (2018) stated that the UAE achieved 

the first rank in primary schooling completion rate. However, like many other countries 

(McMullen et al. 2005), attending pre-schools is still not compulsory. 

With regard to women’s rights in education and gender balance, the UAE leadership 

provided equal access to education for females and males, and acknowledged the 

significant contribution of women in the country’s cultural, social and economic 

development; a principle that was rooted essentially in their recognition of the important 



	 46	

role education plays in facilitating and advancing future growth and national stability. 

Interestingly, nationally female students outperformed their male counterparts in national 

and international school assessments producing a gender gap in their favour (Ridges 

2017), which is reflected in the female admission and graduation rates in schools and 

higher education which generally exceed those of males (MoE 2007). In higher education 

as well, women comprise 71.6 per cent of the federal/public universities students’ 

population, and 50.1 per cent of the population in the private universities (Gulf News 2015; 

Ridges 2017; PwC 2018). 

Furthermore, women empowerment was furthered by the launch of the National Strategy 

for Empowerment of Emirati Women in the UAE for 2015-2021 (WAM 2015). Recent reports 

show that women’ participation in the government workforce jumped from 3.4 per cent in 

1975 to 66 per cent in 2015, with 30 per cent of them holding senior leadership decision-

making positions (Gulf News 2015; WAM 2015). Specific to government’s leading 

positions: 

• women comprise 22.5 per cent of the Federal National Council seats, 

•  27 per cent in the government cabinet: nine out of 29 ministers are women, 

• Seven are ambassadors, 

• And 3 per cent of the judges are women.  

 

(Federal Competitiveness and Statistics Authority 2018) 

 

Nevertheless, there are still undeniable concerns related to the performance evaluation and 

professionalisation of the national work force in general, and in the education sector in 

particular, that are echoed in many recent official reports and academic literature (ARDENT 

Advisory & Accounting 2015; Forstenlechner and Rutledge 2010). Hence, this requires me to 

address the historical and current contextual factors that influence and affect the professional 

standards and progress in the UAE, specific to professionalism, professionalisation, 

leadership and career progress of the public schools/kindergartens principals. 

A. Professionalism, moral formation and ethics 

Historically speaking, the socio-cultural and political environment in the growing nation 

adhered to the religious values and traditional norms. The first years of the federation 

witnessed the establishment and management of the country’s systems and structure with a 

significant sense of ownership and responsibility that reflected a high level of agency (Kazim 

2000; Clarke 2008; Lootah 2011). Knowledge attainment and education remained greatly 
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respected in the religion and traditions of the country (El-Sanabary 1992). Despite the difficult 

life people led in the past, trust, fairness, integrity, reliability, empathy, leadership and hard 

work were among the values observed in the UAE society (Kazim 2000; Clarke 2008). 

Generally, morals and ethics are awarded high status in the religion of Islam and the Arab 

culture (Robertson et al. 2002). From an anthropological standpoint, it could be said that the 

religious, historical and geographical context of the UAE as a Muslim Arab country situated in 

the Arabian peninsula promoted the moral and ethical conducts, which are essential to the 

main dimensions of traditional professionalism (Kazim 2000; Findlow 2005, 2006; Clarke 

2008; Torstrick and Faier 2009). 

 

While Halstead (2007) and Barhoma (2014) draw attention to the close connection between 

Islam and morality, they argue that moral and ethical formation are not restricted to religious 

teachings. According to them, the personal identity and character formation of individuals in a 

society requires the collaboration of religions and all the various kinds of human sciences, arts 

and cultures that stimulate intelligent deliberation, instil virtues that value good means and 

motivate actions towards achieving desired ends and public good. Barhoma (2014) suggests 

that moral and ethical formation, and civic responsibility should underpin the modernity and 

development of the society, and therefore they should be reflected in the human character 

and embodied in the actions of individuals. Links to these views will be provided in Chapter 

Five. Next, I discuss the specificities of the UAE in terms of professionalism, 

professionalisation, leadership and career progress of the public schools/kindergartens 

principals. 

 

 With regard to identification with the profession, first, all professional associations are under 

the authority of the centralised federal government. Hence, there seems to be a superficial 

identification with the profession, and there exists little or no formal authority for self-regulation 

(Heard-Bey 2005; Al-Taneiji 2012). Additionally, the code of ethics is limited to the formal 

employer’s policy, in this case, defined by the Code of Ethics and Professional Conduct 

(Federal Authority for Government Human Resources 2018:11-4). This does not support well 

the professional, moral or ethical agency of the aspiring or current principals. 

 

Second, there is very little or no professional autonomy due to the MoE’s centralisation and 

bureaucracy, the restricting standardised curriculum and the inconsistency of pedagogical 

knowledge amongst principals and teachers (Heard-Bey 2005; Al-Taneiji and McLeod 2008; 

Litz and Scott 2017). Other dimensions of professionalism will be examined next. 
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B. Professionalisation: the paradox of policy and change 
The specificities of the UAE are related to several contextual and global factors. Many reforms 

were planned and imposed nationally and internationally in all areas of development, 

especially education, over only four decades (Burden-Leahy 2009; Al-Taneiji 2012). The 

consequent education reform cycles and international criticisms show that the rapid pace of 

change did not allow for a thorough examination of the context and its needs. Vision 2021 

stresses the importance of principals’ ‘embracing’ change (ibid:11) to meet the set targets. 

Nevertheless, Fullan (2001) explains that pressure and support in the change process is 

insufficient unless there is a strong sense of ownership among stakeholders. Fullan (2001:92) 

argues that ‘changes in behaviour precede rather than follow changes in belief’, hence time is 

a crucial factor for ideas to mature and lead the change in attitudes and behaviour, discussed 

previously in the Singaporean context. 

 

With reference to the UAE Inspection Framework (UAE MoE 2017), the professional 

standards for principals require them to develop their own and their teachers’ professional 

knowledge and skills, to create and promote a professional culture that facilitates constructing 

learning for their students, and work towards achieving the national objectives and shared 

goals. Although kindergartens in the UAE are not included for PISA and TIMSS assessments 

and the like, future learning outcomes of students entering primary education in the targets 

set, indirectly put pressure on the EY teaching and learning. Recent educational studies 

conducted in the UAE (Al-Momani et al. 2008; Buldu 2010) mention the lack in development 

of professional knowledge, leadership skills, and career paths of kindergarten principals, 

summarised thus: 

 

• The lack of quality and frequency of pre-service and in-service training, and the focus on 

mere instructional skills and knowledge deprives the PD of theoretical pedagogical 

knowledge and the enrichment of evidence-based practice (Al-Taneiji 2012). Hence, this 

type of PD does not contribute to the development of principals’ and teachers’ educational 

values and beliefs in early childhood education (Al-Momani et al. 2008:249). In his 

analysis of the UAE educational system, Gardner (1995:309-310) asserts that it is 

teacher-centred, promotes a long tradition of memorisation and rote learning methods, 

and students are rewarded for retaining and repeating information in their exams. I 

understand Gardner’s association of these teaching strategies to the authoritarian and 

paternalistic forms present in Middle Eastern schools and families, many of which are 

reiterated by Al-Momani et al. (2008), Sowa and La Vega (2008), Coughlin et al. 

(2009), and Hourani (2013) in their educational research about the UAE. However, I 
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view them within the cross-cultural, school-focused framework that Dimmock and 

Walker (2005) suggested for comparative educational leadership. In this framework 

(using their six dimensions of societal/regional/local culture discussed in section 2.3.3), 

Dimmock and Walker explain the influences of socio-cultural understandings and 

views in different cultures/subcultures on the main elements of the school as an 

organisation: curriculum, teaching and learning, organisational structure, leadership 

and management processes. Curriculum and teaching and learning activities that 

represent the purpose and nature of knowledge and ways of its acquisition and 

assessment, teacher-student relationships, and teacher-parent relationships are all 

influenced, formed and controlled by key elements such as religion, history geography 

and politics. It is my conclusion this warrants deeper theoretical and conceptual 

contemplations, and further operational and practical enhancements during policy 

borrowing and policy making processes. 

 

• Contextual needs assessment of kindergarten principals’ performance is absent or 

minimal, which threatens the effective planning, developing and implementation of pre-

service/in-service PD programmes. Also, this sort of PD does not support 

professionalisation in the reform process (Hoyle and Wallace 2005; Al-Momani et al. 2008; 

Evans 2008; Al-Taneiji 2012). This is corroborated by O’Sullivan (2003), Lingard (2010), 

Wilkins (2014) and Dimmock and Tan (2016). 

 

• There is mistrust towards public schools/kindergartens. Karaman (2011) reports that most 

Emirati families enrol their young children in private kindergartens due to the inadequate 

level of quality in the provision of public educational curriculum and teaching/ learning 

practices. This is not a challenge faced only by the UAE – in the UK, Moyles (2006) reports 

that there is still a lack of qualified and/or formally trained leaders and managers in EY 

settings. However, the fast rate of development experienced in the UAE complicates 

matters further, as aspiring and current principals are expected to satisfy the exhaustive 

criteria for promotion that Al-Taneiji (2012) argues, does not guarantee the selection of 

transformative leaders (Appendix 1). 

 

• Similar to Khalifa and his colleagues’ (2016) argument about the marginalisation of 

indigenous and minority students, the above two points suggest that the officials’ and 

public’s low expectations of the indigenous kindergarten principals’ performance lead 

to the marginalisation of their intellectual and professional capital. It seemingly 

demotivates them and discourages them from advancing their knowledge, developing 

their skills, professional and pursuing their careers. 
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• The government invested heavily in policy transfer, however, the education reform and 

improvement plans were often hurried, imposed externally and internally through 

introducing uncritically borrowed educational policies – all this happening amid the 

continuous rise of privatisation in educational services (Ball 2008; Lingard 2010; Lootah 

2011). 

 

• UAE is described by multi-national firms as a ‘global hub’ (Rolland 2005; Commitbiz 2017), 

so in terms of social cohesion, the high rates of expatriates joining the workforce present 

a challenge. It could be argued that PKs are not expected to play a role in social cohesion 

and inclusion since they cater only for the UAE and GCC nationals. Yet, their main role as 

a public entity is to affirm the national identity and Arabic and Islamic culture and values 

for its students (Lootah 2011). Since more than 58 per cent of national students attend 

private schools, social cohesion coupled with the preservation of the national identity 

remains a challenge for the government. 

 

C. School leadership and career progress 
There exists extensive theoretical and empirical literature on contemporary generic and 

educational leadership. There is, however, a still limited (but growing) body of research and 

literature in the field of EY leadership and practice. There is a need for a comprehensive 

understanding of early childhood, internationally and in the UAE, including Moyles (2006), 

Aubrey (2011) and Hallet (2014). 
 
Until 1995, Gardner (1995) asserts that national teachers and leaders were recruited with the 

bare minimum of teaching qualifications with no compulsory requirement for teacher training 

and a college degree in education. Then, starting from early reforms, the recruitment of more 

qualified teachers and principals was targeted, but as is common in highly centralised school 

systems, the principals were selected by officials in the MoE (Al-Taneiji 2012). The 2007 

reform defined a new set of criteria for accessing principalship at all levels of the school 

system. Any principalship candidate was required to have a college degree, a minimum of 

three years’ experience in teaching and two years in management. Additionally, principals’ 

performance in their previous role was to be evaluated as ‘very good’ or ‘excellent’ (at least 

for the third year). They also needed to show proficiency in English (a minimum of 500 score 

in the Test of English as a Foreign Language or 5 in the International English Language 

Testing system) and get their International Computer Driving License (ICDL). Once pre-

selected, candidates would be interviewed at the MoE to establish their knowledge in terms 
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of strategic planning, communication skills, supervision, decision-making and time 

management. The candidate would then attend training workshops on those skills. An 

evaluation would then be carried out after a year in the position (Al-Taneiji 2012:2). The 

guideline for private schools issued by the KHDA shows that candidates to principalship need 

to show now ‘no less than three cumulative years in educational leadership before even 

applying’ (KHDA 2009:8). 

 

The career paths available to aspiring principals in the UAE are inconsistent in the level of 

academic and expert knowledge, and professional skills required, (Karaman 2011; Al-Taneiji 

2012). Also, teachers and middle managers disagree with the authorities concerning the 

selection process (Al-Taneiji 2012), revealing their doubts about the competence of the 

promoted principals and also implying demotivation and disenchantment of aspiring principals 

(Gronn 1999; Carver and Scheier 2007). 

 

D. Charisma to inspire, transformation to change 

Heard-Bey (2005) and Abdalla and Al-Homoud (2001) explain that charisma and leader-

follower relations are personal attributes that are evident in the Arabian Gulf cultural context. 

The UAE is historically a collective culture influenced politically by the Arab tribal leadership 

style and by the consultative and consensus-winning Islamic teachings, where many 

religious and national charismatic leaders (men and women) serve(d) as role models 

(Kazim 2000; Heard-Bey 2001; 2005). The late ruler Sheikh Zayed Bin Sultan Al-Nahyan is 

considered a nationwide inspirational role model for adherence to Islamic, moral and 

traditional values, in addition to his dedicated efforts and valuable contributions to the 

country’s progress and prosperity. 

 
v Emirati women 

Al-Sayegh (2001:5) notes that ‘women's natural rights were never spelled out clearly by the 

society in which they were born.’ However, prior to oil discovery in the region (1900-1960), 

contrary to western perceptions and literature, women in the UAE led multiple leadership roles 

as they substituted for men – the breadwinners who were away for long periods during the 

year herding, pearling (diving for pearl oysters), working in date gardens, or joining their 

Sheikhs in military battles (Al-Sayegh 2001; Heard-Bey 2001; Rugh 2007). Together with 

tending to their households and properties/possessions, Emirati women contributed to the 

economy through helping men in herding, farming, midwifery, folk medicine, selling their 

handmade and dairy products and establishing businesses. Socially, women enriched the 

folklore with poetry and story-telling to name a few other contributions (Al-Sayegh 2001; 



	 52	

AlMutawa 2016) and, in the absence of men, they took important decisions concerning 

personal, familial and social matters. Women from royal families participated in political events 

through providing financial support and defending the borders with their armed forces 

(AlMutawa 2016). These significant contributions and great responsibilities amidst the harsh 

desert and insecure lands won those women a respectful status and decision-making power 

amongst their families and the broader community (Al-Sayegh 2001; Heard-Bey 2001; Wilson 

2013; AlMutawa 2016). 

 

Recently in the UAE, the charismatic style of leadership has been used intensively to 

encourage change and transformation towards progress (Appendix 2). Sheikh Muhammed 

Bin Zayed Al-Nahyan and Sheikh Muhammed Bin Rashid Al-Maktoum invested in the people’s 

respect and value of the founding Sheikhs, and the prosperity that transformed the UAE into 

a preferred destination for international business and knowledge economy, to announce the 

ambitious UAE Vision2021 (2010). The latter is perceived as ‘a leader with conviction who not 

only speaks but proves with actions’ (The National 2016). The former has planned and 

supervised the implementation of comprehensive reforms to modernise the Emirate of Abu 

Dhabi and the northern emirates (Editorial 2017), including in Education (ADEC 2017). Both 

the Sheikhs have re-structured the country’s systems to enhance efficiency and effectiveness. 

 

I argue that charismatic leadership seems to have united the socio-cultural and political 

narrative of the country. While it could be employed to motivate and inspire people for working 

to realise shared goals, it is not sufficient as an operational system to change attitudes of 

people and their actions in a challenging global-national context and a very fast pace of 

reforms.  

 

Based on the above, resonating with Burns’ (1978) view, Litz and Scott (2017) suggest a 

combination of transactional and transformational styles of leadership for the UAE school 

leadership to help principals operationalise their role and functions. Additionally, Sergiovanni’s 

(1998) model of pedagogical leadership emphasises a holistic approach of developing 

human capital in schools. School leadership that embraces and celebrates all features of 

the context and builds a caring culture safeguarded by mutual respect, and ethical and 

moral responsibility, could be more culturally relevant and responsive to the needs of all 

members of the school community. However, in relation to the UAE context, the MoE, ADEC 

and KHDA officials’ and administrators’ levels of qualifications and competence also need to 

be assessed, to determine the quality of their judgements and decisions, and the degree of 

their own agency, as it could impact the support they offer to their subordinates in the field, 

consequently the achievement of set targets. 



	 53	

After the union in 1971 women strove to complete their education and many were ambitious 

to achieve postgraduate academic degrees, starting to join the workforce or volunteering in 

the social organisations. Nevertheless, a very recent and interesting report published by 

PricewaterhouseCoopers (PWC) (2018:17) explains the continuing influence of family 

members/husbands and role models on the career choices of Emirati women, affirming 

the influence of socialisation agencies on the formation of professional identities and 

leadership characters (Gronn1999). The report shows that, although they feel empowered 

by a very supportive government and policies, many Emirati women do not join the 

workforce, instead prioritising their families. Many well educated, aspiring and ambitious 

Emirati women, named in this 2018 report ‘Deciding Women1’, prioritise their children and 

family’s responsibilities over pursuing a career. The likelihood of working also depends 

on the role models who inspired those women during their upbringing (PwC 2018). 

Deciding women, according to PwC’s report, consider flexible work environments, 

knowledge and skills development, and encouraging entrepreneurship key determinants 

for deciding to start or advance their careers. Based on the views of Khalifa and his 

colleagues (2016), the above shows that the formation of leadership characters of the UAE 

women was culturally responsive/relevant to the socio-cultural, economic and political 

contexts, considering a country that originated from a restricted tribal system and a rapidly 

changing dynamic milieu. 

 

2.5 Summary 
The above articulates the ‘personality of the place’ –the UAE. The forces that influenced and 

continue to influence the kindergarten principals’ professional identities, agency and 

professional responsibility, allow them to create specific ‘footprints’ in their kindergartens, and 

more generally in their communities (Wilkins 2014:22). The socialisation processes and 

personal experiences rooted in the overlapping forms of formal, non-formal and informal 

education, within the multifaceted socio-cultural, political and organisational contexts, become 

a dynamic process that shapes their individual, social and professional lives and directs the 

development of each stage of their career paths (Stevenson 2006; Coleman and Campbell-

Stephens 2010; Brock 2011). The political, socio-cultural and organisational contexts 

demonstrate a centralised organisational structure of excessive managerialism, minimum 

autonomy and inadequate professional knowledge and skills. Lack of appropriate 

professionalisation could lead to low sense of self-belief stemming from incompetence, low 

self-perception and self-esteem, threatening their agency, moral commitment and ethics in 

                                                
1 Deciding Women are Emirati women who have either never worked or have worked in the past but not actively looked for work or held a job for a minimum 
of four months prior to 
this survey	
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their work (Macpherson 2009). Mistrust imposes increased accountability and job insecurity. 

These challenges could hinder the formation of PK principals’ professional identities, as well 

as their ability to exercise successful and constructive leadership in their efforts to create 

transforming professional culture in their schools. Consequently, these factors could drag PK 

principals (and public-school principals in general) to disenchantment and impede their career 

progress. 
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Chapter Three 
Research Design 

 

The more definitely and sincerely it is held that education is a development 

within, by and for experience, the more important it is that there shall be clear 

conceptions of what experience is. 

         Dewey (1938:28) 
3.1  Overview 
This narrative inquiry is an interpretative study that explores, describes, analyses and re-

stories the personal and professional life experiences of public kindergarten principals in the 

UAE, to understand the progression of their career paths. In this chapter, I provide the 

theoretical, epistemological and methodological perspectives that support the rationale of my 

study. Then, I indicate the potentials of using narrative inquiry within the three-dimensional 

space structure approach to justify its appropriateness for my study. After that, I show the 

procedure I have followed to negotiate entry to the field of study, and my selection of methods 

that I have used, accompanied with my justifications for their suitability to collect the required 

data. Next, I show how I implement Clandinin and Connelly’s (2000) Three-Dimensional 

Narrative Inquiry Space Structure to interpret, analyse and re-tell the lived stories of selected 

principals. Finally, I examine the limitations of the study and the vulnerabilities related to ethical 

considerations and researcher subjectivity. I highlight the importance of self-awareness: 

wakefulness, that I learned throughout the inquiry, and explain the ways in which I tried to 

preserve respect and integrity in my research. 

 

3.2  Theoretical and epistemological perspectives 
My purpose in this research study was to understand how the principals’ experiences helped 

them in overcoming challenges and investing in the opportunities that became available to 

advance in their career paths. The conflicting views and evaluations of the MoE officials and 

principals about each other’s knowledge, skills and abilities and their roles and efforts towards 

improvement of individuals and institutions are voiced and established by many researchers, 

academics and advisors (Burden-Leahy 2009; Al Farra 2011; Haslam 2011; Lootah 2011; 

Warnica 2011). Many agree on the scarcity of thorough and comprehensive research and 

information about the educational field and practitioners in the UAE, and which when available, 

was often guided by quantitative data and statistically measured assessments. It seems that 

the officials and practitioners take the context for granted (Rose et al. 1995; Lingard 2009). 

This made me recognise the dire need for, and significance of, qualitative approaches in 

researching the current concerns. I believe that we, in the UAE, need to adopt and promote 
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rigorous and holistic in-depth interpretive forms of research, which would help in unpacking 

and constructing chronological personal and professional narrative accounts of public schools’ 

principals (Gronn 1999; Stevenson 2006; Coleman and Campbell-Stephens 2010). These 

interpretive approaches would also assist in studying and analysing the socio-cultural, socio-

economic and political features of the UAE society that define its personality as a place 

(Wilkins 2014). This, I propose, would show the influence of the social structure and systems 

on the agency of the participants, towards their profession, their ethical and moral 

responsibilities, and towards their career advancement as educational leaders (Gronn 1999; 

Stevenson 2006; MacIntyre 2007; Wilkins 2014). 

 

Therefore, I followed the social constructionist paradigm in which the inquirer attempts to 

understand and interpret understandings of participants that had existed already, and/or are 

being constructed in their minds looking for consensus (Lincoln and Guba 1994). Dewey’s 

(1938:27) assertion that without depending on any desire or intent ‘every experience lives on 

in further experiences’ helped me in understanding the concept of the principals’ career 

progress, independent of their future dreams or purposeful planning. It also helped me realise 

the creation of, and building upon, subjective multiple realities by myself the researcher, and 

the individuals researched, my participants, as we unpacked and comprehended together our 

storied lives within our familial, socio-cultural and institutional/organisational contexts. 

Influenced by the dynamic context and time, our reflections and realisations through our 

interactions led us to imagine and create and/or contribute to the creation of new transformed 

knowledge about ourselves, our professional roles and about the context in which we were 

embedded (Schwandt 1994; Lincoln and Guba 1994). Adopting this approach, I believed, 

would support my attempts to find answers for the research puzzle. 

 

3.3 Methodological perspective  
In trying to understand and appreciate multiple realities associated with the socio-cultural, 

socio-economic, political and institutional milieus, one is encouraged to review interdisciplinary 

fields of knowledge to support the construction of new knowledge. Based on anthropological 

knowledge, the influence of history, culture, politics and economy is evident in a world that 

Geertz (1995) describes as unstable and uncertain due to it continuously changing. The 

dynamics of change in the country’s culture, history, economy, national and international 

influence on politics and policy (Lingard 2009) constructs and continues to re-construct/de-

construct the ideologies and beliefs, characters, attitudes and behaviours of individuals in the 

society (Gronn 1999). Although changing, these constructs and discourses demonstrate a 

narrative unity (McIntyre 2007) created by a continuum of the individuals’ experiential 

knowledge (Dewey 1938; Gronn 1999; Clandinin and Connelly 2000) embedded and 
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embodied in the chronology of their life experiences: in their upbringing, social interactions, 

education, work, economy, citizenship and aspirations. 

 

Consequently, the influence of context and culture becomes critical in shaping the personal 

and professional identities of the professionals, in forming/deforming the moral and ethical 

grounds of their professionalism and in guiding their agency towards their progress. The 

personal and professional identities of individuals become primarily a product of character-

building and education in their homes, schools and communities (Wilkins 2014). These 

processes of character formation and identity shaping are what Bateson (1994) identifies as 

continuous learning through imagination, adaptation and/or improvisation as one attempts to 

understand the process of change in the world around him/her, to overcome the uncertainties 

and chaotic changes in their lives. In light of the above, I started the process of selecting the 

methodology that fitted my purpose. 

 

3.3.1 Exploring methodological approaches 
Many scholars (Cohen et al. 2000; Creswell 2007; Morrison 2012) confirm the considerable 

overlaps among interpretive approaches in social research. The choice of approach is mainly 

determined by the purpose of the research problem and the appropriateness of the methods 

to answer the proposed questions. In this study, alternative approaches such as ethnography, 

case study or phenomenology could have been considered. Analysis of the narratives could 

have been used to study multiple events, individuals or activities as in case study research. 

However, my prime concern was the participants and their life stories, so I needed a broader 

and more flexible temporal dimension to study their personal and professional experiences, 

and construct a comprehensive and in-depth understanding of the research problem. 

 

Then, I thought of phenomenology as a possible research approach. Further, I intended to 

share my own experiences, knowledge and reflections and develop a strong active and 

collaborative relationship with the participants (Clandinin and Connelly 2000). I could not use 

an approach that demands bracketing – a key feature of phenomenology, and suspend my 

own understandings. 

 

3.3.2 Selecting narrative inquiry as a methodology and method 
Finally, I realised that to respect the wholeness of my participants’ stories, narrative inquiry 

could be an appropriate approach, fit to explore and study the personal and professional 

stories of my participants within the familial, socio-cultural and institutional contexts. 

Polkinghorne (1988) and Coles (1989) talk about the significance of narratives in 

understanding people’s intent, purposes, and actions. Hence, using narrative inquiry as a 
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methodology would allow my participants to have a voice while they express their views and 

share their feedback and experiences freely (Clandinin and Connelly 2000). I also hoped to 

express my own voice by sharing my thoughts on the research puzzle as a UAE national and 

a mother. I hoped that together, through developing a collaborative researcher-participant 

relationship – a strong feature of narrative inquiry – the participants and I would learn about 

my participants’ PD, the formation of their leadership character and their career progress from 

their unfolding stories (Clandinin and Connelly 2000). Together, we would look at the bigger 

picture from within first, and then explore the possibility of promoting a similar approach of 

'deep honest conversations' amongst themselves as a community of school leaders, and to 

the officials and advisors. 

 

Another important aspect relating to identity and our roles as researchers is that we are part 

of the public, whom these professionals strive to serve, so ‘we have helped make the world in 

which we find ourselves in … we are complicit in the world we study’ (Clandinin and Connelly 

2000:61). And as we embark on our study journey to help improve the knowledge and practice 

of others, we need to engage in reflective and reflexive thinking to ‘… remake ourselves as 

well’ (ibid:60). Therefore, inquiring narratively into the participants’ career trajectories could 

help us in having a shared voice and signature on the resulting research text that we co-

compose, as a result of our reflective and reflexive conversations, in a way that contributes to 

lifting the ‘veil of silence’ (Clandinin and Connelly 2000:147) that we might have preferred to 

hide behind in challenging times and messy complex contexts. 

 

Lastly, I liked Czarniawska’s (1997) application/adoption of narratives in organisational theory 

as metaphors that help in understanding organisations through illustrating the events, 

processes, tensions and paradoxes in the form of stories. It inspired me to exchange with the 

principals our views of what tensions were to be avoided and what ideas and approaches 

could work for pursuing growth and progress in our educational institutions. 

 

In summary, interdisciplinarity as I mentioned above, was essential to conduct this study, and 

the interdisciplinarity of social sciences and humanities fields such as sociology, anthropology, 

psychology, psychotherapy and humanities is embraced by narrative inquiry as a methodology 

(Clandinin and Connelly 2000; Creswell 2007). Moreover, I appreciated the opportunity 

narrative inquiry offers to give voice to the participants and researchers, to co-compose the 

research text in a narrative unity that embraces us as characters in the same ‘story’. I also, 

valued the great significance it gives to time and context (place and situation), as I believed 

that productive change needs to happen slower than the current pace to facilitate proper 

understandings of context, people, actions and objectives. For an ambitiously growing country 
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like the UAE, means cannot be neglected to achieve the ends, and universal time-free 

expectations cannot override the people (characters), the temporal and the contextual 

objectives (Dewey 1938; Clandinin and Connelly 2000). 

 

For all the reasons above, I considered it appropriate to answer my research puzzle by 

employing narrative inquiry as both methodology and method (Lincoln and Guba 1985; 

Clandinin & Connelly 2000; Creswell 2007). In what follows, I define narrative inquiry, key 

terms and the three-dimensional space structure approach suggested by Clandinin and 

Connelly (2000), including the benefits and limitations of the approach and methods. 

 

3.4 Narrative inquiry 
Clandinin and Connelly (2000) and Pinnegar and Daynes (2006) consider ‘narrative’ a method 

and a phenomenon of study. Inspired by Dewey’s (1938) philosophy of experience, Clandinin 

(2013:16) considers experience ‘a narratively composed phenomenon’. It is defined as: 

 

a way of understanding experience. It is a collaboration between 

researcher and participants, over time, in a place or series of places, and 

social interaction with milieus …   

 

(Clandinin and Connelly 2000:18) 

 

According to them, it is a reflective and reflexive methodology (ibid:55). Inquirers/researchers 

try to contemplate their participants’ and their own understandings of experiences, and how 

they come to understand them (D’Cruz and Melendez 2007). 

 

The resulting knowledge from these understandings, according to McIntyre (2007) and 

Johnson (2013) ‘becomes embodied, embedded in a culture, and is based on narrative unity’ 

of an individual’s life (Clandinin 2013:10). This resonates with Dewey’s (1938) view of 

experience principled by key criteria of interaction and continuity. Experience is personal 

because it comprises the personal experiences of the individual, and it is social because it 

relates to the social interactions of individuals. Both personal and social experiences ‘grow out 

of other experiences and lead to new experiences’ (Dewey 1938:27; Clandinin 2013:16) over 

time: past, present and future. Dewey states that: 

 

In an experience, things and events belonging to the world, physical and 

social, are transformed through the human context they enter, while the 
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live creature is changed and developed through its intercourse with things 

previously external to it. 

 

                (Dewey 1934:246) 

 

In narrative inquiry, context is named ‘landscape’ as it is visualised in a metaphorical three-

dimensional space, with the main characters being people, time and place(s) that live 

experiences and then tell the stories of these experiences (Clandinin 2013:41). Carr (1986:96) 

emphasises the embeddedness and uniqueness of individual experiences happening at 

specific times and places, and highlights the holistic feature of contexts as landscapes 

constituting ‘the larger cultural, social, institutional, and familial narratives’. So, the participants 

and I are all part of these landscapes. We live and work on these landscapes ‘from birth to 

death’ (McIntyre 2007:191; Dewey 1938:39) composing, co-composing, re-composing and 

telling stories that are threaded with past and present experiences, and that describe who we 

are, while interweaving our imagination and dreams of who we want to become ‘around 

multiple plotlines, over time, in different relationships and on different landscapes’ (Clandinin 

2013:53). 

 
3.4.1 Potentials of narrative inquiry for my study 

Clandinin and Connelly (1990:2) explain that the main reason for using narrative inquiry in 

educational research is that ‘humans are storytelling organisms who lead storied lives’. It is a 

comprehensive and holistic way of looking at individuals’ lives, through their contextually clear 

life accounts, to search for their experiences, which makes ‘narrative inquiry a form of narrative 

experience’ (ibid:19). Based on this view, Clandinin and Connelly consider ‘that education is 

the construction and re-construction of personal and social stories; teachers and learners are 

storytellers and characters in their own and other's stories’. Clandinin (2013:10) also argues 

that narrative is a way ‘to avoid dissecting’ participants’ life experiences in educational 

research, and therefore, Clandinin and Connelly (2000:19) believe that ‘educational 

experience should be studied narratively’. Their view echoes/resonates with my aim of 

exploring the wholeness of my participants’ experiences. 

 
Second, I support Huber and Whelan (1999) in their assertion that storytelling is educative. 

Storytellers learn from telling their stories, because storytelling creates possibilities of 

imagined and actual meaningful responses, which could reshape the meaning of their 

stories/lives, and perhaps their worldviews. As storytellers re-tell their stories, their stories 

evolve based on their current understandings and situations. In order to understand better 

how successes are achieved, why failures happen and what works for the present and future, 
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we need to know the complex context full of particularities in the life experiences of the 

selected principals, the building blocks of their characters, beliefs, behaviours, interactions 

and worldviews (Gronn 1999). And this will not be clear enough – or even at times, present – 

in the daily routines of their professional lives only. So, I aim to explore the experiences the 

principals considered “educative” that helped them develop and move forward in their career 

trajectories (Dewey 1938), and what they perceived as mis-educative2 or non-educative, 

tension-producing devices (Czarniawska 1997), that generated paradoxes and caused 

interruptions in the unity and coherence of their narratives (McIntyre 2007). The influence of 

these understandings on my own learning makes my experience ‘educative’ as well, leading 

me to explain my view of the methodological aspect of my positioning in this inquiry, next. 

 
Third, I mentioned in Chapter One that a methodological stance in my positioning arises from 

considering myself in a juxtaposition. It stems from my being a UAE national which makes me 

an insider to the dominant familial, socio-cultural and political narratives. But, I am also an EY 

practitioner in the private sector, a position that makes me an outsider to the PKs institutional 

landscape. Still, I consider my personal and professional justifications that I mentioned in 

Chapter One make me closer to an insider’s position. The stories of participants could very 

well be similar to mine – being an indigenous and a colleague. We are connected in many 

relational ways, and share many commonalities: in the neighbourhoods we lived, in many 

features of our familial contexts, in the religious and cultural commitments that we embraced 

and respected, in our educational backgrounds that had similar organisational structures and 

cultures. The participants and I may observe recurring intersections in our life experiences, 

negotiate and exchange meanings of these stories, and discover personal, social and/or 

professional relationships that could range from familiarity of an in-group individual to a 

compassionate relationship reflecting and articulating the unity of our concerns as well as our 

aspirations. This compassionate relationship could minimise to a big degree the influence of 

power in the relationship between us, or any tension the participants might feel from being 

researched, because I am an independent researcher who does not belong to the 

organisational structure of the MoE, ADEC or KHDA. Hence, we could initiate a powerful 

communication, which is described by Denzin (2007) as an interaction process that articulates, 

both verbally and nonverbally, our individual and collective life experiences. Since I consider 

this interactionist communication an educative process for me, too (Dewey 1938), it seems 

therefore, more logical to me that I regard myself as a subjective insider and accept that I have 

to deal with the implications of such a decision. My positioning, however, challenges two main 

features of ethnographical research, objectivity and outsider research, issues that I will 

                                                
2	‘Mis-educative’ experience is defined by Dewey (1938) as: an experience that has the effect of arresting or distorting the growth of further experience.	
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address later in ethics, risks and ethical considerations. 
 

3.4.2 The relational aspect of narrative inquiry reflects its ontological grounding 
Dewey (1938) and Clandinin and Connelly (2000:2,18) assert that narrative inquiry is a 

relational research methodology that connects the social, cultural, familial, linguistic and 

institutional narratives in its exploration of the individuals’ experiences. Clandinin (2013:18-

19) reiterates this view when she states the pragmatic nature of narrative inquiry as a 

methodology ‘…it is relational across time, places and relationships’. I also acknowledged the 

intersubjective nature of my inquiry as I realised the intertwined unity of our narratives, the 

participants and mine; I was also ‘part of the storied landscapes I am studying’ (ibid:24). 

 

Dewey explains that although people are unique as individuals, ‘… they are always in relation, 

always in a social context’. This statement became my reason for being interested in Clandinin 

and Rosiek’s (2007) approach to narrative inquiry. Based on Dewey’s perspective of 

experience, Clandinin and Rosiek distinguish their approach from other forms of narrative 

analysis or narrative research by arguing that in is not just a way to represent data. They argue 

that the aspect of continuity grounds its ontology: the essence/being of an experience, and 

that experiences stretch (Dewey 1938:27) continuously to produce new experiences and 

relations through time. This ontological standpoint explains how Clandinin and Rosiek view 

the purpose and function of narrative inquiry in exploring people’s life stories: it demonstrates 

how the narrative accounts of people’s personal and social lives are continuous experiences, 

relational and social. These stories are not the ‘reality’ per se, the primary phenomenon, but 

they are a product of many intents and interactions of people, often within multiple 

environments (Clandinin and Rosiek 2007:41). 

 

Ollerenshaw and Creswell (2002) explain two approaches to analysing the stories of 

experience in narrative inquiry. Researchers could follow the method of analysing stories by 

identifying the problem, characters, setting, actions, and resolution using the elements of time, 

place, plot, and scene, and then re-story them in a chronological order (Ollerenshaw and 

Creswell 2002:332). Or, they could use Clandinin and Connelly’s three-dimensional space 

structure approach that is based on Dewey’s experiential theory, and which identifies 

continuity, interaction and situation/place as its key elements of analysis. 

 

The above encouraged me to use the three-dimensional space structure to examine the 

research puzzle as a continuous narrative accumulation of knowledge about the experiences 

of my participants and their career progress (Clandinin and Rosiek 2007). The next section 

describes my research design and application of the three-dimensional space structure. 
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3.5 Research design 

3.5.1 Rationale and sub-questions 
Dewey (1938:44) states that experience is identified by ‘a transaction taking place between 

an individual and what, at the time, constitutes his environment’ be it people, objects or 

‘whatever conditions interact with personal needs, desires, purposes and capacities to create 

it’. The intercepting, interconnected and united construct of continuity, interaction, situation 

and place argued by Dewey in theorising experience, is also reflected in Clandinin and 

Connelly’s (2000) view of experience as a ’storied phenomenon’ (Clandinin 2013:33), and it 

is built into their approach. Therefore, the three-dimensional space structure fitted my purpose 

(Figure 3.1), to capture and represent, the experiential knowledge of practitioners in the field 

of education within the ‘wholeness of their lives’ (ibid:10). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I also considered this view an appropriate way of shedding light on the chronology of the 

national context to study the influence of its familial, socio-cultural, socio-economic, 

institutional and political aspects on the formation of the professional identities and leadership 

characters of my participants. 

 

Inquiring into narratives within three-dimensional space structure also seemed an encouraging 

approach to examine the influence and role of the organisation represented by the federal 

MoE, ADEC and KHDA (as official institutions). The interdisciplinarity helped in tying the knots 

between knowledge in social sciences and humanities through using ‘narrative’ within the 

organisation, to study experience as on-going practice, and explore the progress of continuing 

Figure 3.1: Template for a Narrative Study, using the Three-Dimensional Space 
Approach (Clandinin and Connelly 2000), in Creswell (2007:170) 



	 64	

experience as a career (Czarniawska1997).The stories of participants as a leading 

phenomenon of experience seemed an amalgam of many other key phenomena that served 

as significant and relational themes in the analysis of participants’ personal, social and 

professional lives during their career trajectories. These themes became the influential 

elements of our dominant organisational context that needed to be understood and studied, 

and they are reflected in the overarching research aim of the study: How the public 

kindergarten principals in the UAE learned from their previous experiences, and how 

they invested in the opportunities that became available to them to progress in their 

profession. 
 

Dilthey (1962:86) provides a deep articulation of the emphasis of time, context and structure 

in his definition of autobiography: 

 

The person who seeks the connecting threads in the history of his life has 

already, from different points of view, created a coherence in that life 

which he is now putting into words. He has created it by experiencing 

values and realizing purposes in his life, making plans for it, seeing his 

past in terms of development and his future as the shaping of his life and 

of whatever he values most. 

 

So, based on the research and studies provided by Gronn (1999), Coleman and Campbell-

Stephens (2010) and Stevenson (2006), I dissected the research puzzle into the following 

sub-questions that highlighted time, context, and structure, and embraced the personal and 

social in the career paths of my participants: 

 

• How do these kindergarten principals perceive their professional identities, and what 

in their continuously changing complex contexts formed and continues to reshape their 

identities? 

• How did these kindergarten leaders achieve their principalship?  

• What factors in their experiences, whether critical incidents or turning points, supported 

or hindered their career progress towards and into principalship? 

• What furthered or advanced their career progress and, at the same time, enabled them 

to stand by and promote their educational values? 

 
3.5.2 Significance of context and rationale for sampling strategy 
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This narrative inquiry analyses and re-tells stories of career progress of three UAE PK 

principals in three different emirates: Noorah from Abu Dhabi, Amna from Dubai and Huda 

from Ras Al-khaimah. Further information about the research sites, settings and participants 

will be included in Chapter Four. 

 

Clandinin and Connelly (2000) affirm that context is key in understanding and studying the life 

stories and storied lives of individuals. Likewise, in their studies of school leadership, 

Stevenson (2006), Coleman and Campbell- Stephens (2010) and Wilkins (2014) all maintain 

that context is significant in the construction and advancement of career trajectories of school 

principals worldwide. This significance is also corroborated in the ‘ELEYS’ study, where Siraj-

Blatchford and Manni (2007:2-3) found that contextualisation was very important for ‘a realistic 

and honest reading of the data’ in order to develop and demonstrate effective leadership 

practices. 

 

Using a purposeful sampling (Creswell 2007), I chose to conduct my inquiry in three study 

sites for two main reasons. First, according to Creswell, differentiating study sites in the field 

would offer increased opportunities in identifying differences and commonalities in the 

findings. Also, the identity of the place embedded in the familial, social and institutional 

landscapes is essential in learning about the individuals’ and groups’ personal and 

professional identities (Clandinin and Connelly 2000; Creswell 2007). Second, although the 

MoE is the federal legislative body under which all schools in the UAE operate, ADEC has 

been leading and managing Abu Dhabi’s public and private schools since 2005. KHDA, on the 

other hand had played a significant role in leading and managing Dubai public schools in the 

period from 2006 to 2012. So, I followed the example of Clandinin et al. (2013) in their narrative 

research of 11 youth in different cities, because I considered these socio-cultural, 

demographic and institutional variations important components in producing a collective story. 

 

My sample selection and size enabled me to observe the influence of multiple cultures and 

sub-cultures, and inter-connected overlapping landscapes on the lives of these participants in 

various ways. It shed light on different facets of their lives and revealed the features that 

formed their personal and professional identities and leadership characters. The sample 

selection illuminated the efforts, skills and routes that these participants sought in pursuing 

their distinct career paths. My intention was not to generalise the findings and results, rather, 

I wanted them to become ‘particulars’ that are ‘elucidated’ enough to be trustworthy for 

understanding the personal and professional life experiences of the principals (Guba and 

Lincoln 1982; Creswell 2007:126). Including the MoE, ADEC and KHDA as three different 
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institutions – and to some extent different socio-cultural sub-contexts within the main context 

of the UAE, helped me achieve the depth required in my inquiries. 

 

I believed it was important to learn the history and observe the present commonalities and 

differences in the socio-cultural, political and economic landscapes of the UAE, in relation to 

the professional knowledge and leadership landscapes of schools. These in-depth inquiries 

of participants’ experiences could serve as building blocks for constructing a transferrable 

holistic and comprehensive research design for improvement planning, within and outside of 

the UAE (Guba and Lincoln 1982; Creswell 2007:126). 

 
3.5.3 Pilot testing 
I reviewed the information sheet and the interview guide with my work colleague who is also 

my critical friend. Then, I interviewed a PK principal from Dubai to benefit from her critique of 

the research rationale and the interview theme guide. There were no modifications, but a few 

more useful contextual details were added for further probing during the interviews. 
 

3.5.4 Negotiating entry 
A. Official permissions 

As an independent researcher, I needed permission from the MoE and ADEC to access their 

schools. Due to unforeseen delays during my study, I needed to extend the time of the 

permission granted to me by the MoE in 2012 to complete my thesis. Therefore, to avoid 

deception, conducting research related to my thesis entailed first re-negotiating entry with the 

federal MoE. I applied for the permission in February, 2016, and received it on the 10th May, 

2016 (Appendix 3) for Dubai and Ras Al-Khaimah. Conducting research in Abu Dhabi required 

a separate permission from ADEC, and I received it later in July 2016 (Appendix 4). 

 

Due to the gatekeeping and access procedures, the MoE delegated the selecting of the 

participants in those two emirates to their cluster managers3. Although I had not yet obtained 

permission from Abu Dhabi, I decided not to wait and contacted the two selected participants 

from Dubai and Ras Al-Khaimah as soon as their cluster managers provided me with their 

contact information. Both participants agreed to participate in the study and welcomed my first 

visit towards the end of May, which was also the time of the end of the kindergarten year, 

therefore, it was kind of both principals to accommodate me. I worried that this obligatory 

selection in Dubai and Ras Al-Khaimah might have allowed me to study only ‘good cases’, but 

                                                
3	Cluster manager: Manages the administration and operations of a cluster of schools in a region of the Emirate. He/she centralises administration and 
improve efficiency in management of schools thereby allowing principals and teaching staff to solely focus on the quality of education for students. Available 
from <	https://www.edarabia.com/112686/cluster-manager-abu-dhabi-uae/>	
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later my results helped me to recognise the positive factors that led to their good performance 

and leadership skills. 

 

Concerning Abu Dhabi, ADEC allowed me to select freely from an emailed list of PKs, 

however, I only received the permission letter mid-July, and had to wait until 18th September, 

2016, to receive the kindergartens’ list. The confidentiality/ absence of information about public 

schools’ evaluation results in Abu Dhabi made me decide to select one randomly. I contacted 

the third participant in Abu Dhabi on 27th September, 2016, and explained to her the purpose 

of my research. She too welcomed the idea of participation and agreed for the first interview 

to be the very next day. All the participants preferred for all our meetings to be in their 

kindergartens on their convenient days and timings. 

 

B. Consent forms 

I prepared informed consents for the three principals in both languages; Arabic and English 

(Appendix 5). I also prepared a bilingual information sheet (Appendix 6) that contains my 

professional profile, the background of my study programme, the rationale of this research as 

well as the purpose and value of the participants’ contribution in it. I highlighted the personal, 

social and professional justifications and value of the study for all of us, as EY practitioners, 

leaders and UAE nationals in the education field. I emailed both documents to the participants 

beforehand for them to have a better understanding of the research. 

 

According to Clandinin (2013:34), the co-participant inquiring feature (voice for both) of the 

three-dimensional space approach invites researchers to attend to four key terms of ‘living, 

‘telling’, ‘re-telling’ and ‘re-living’ of the experience. Researchers may choose to start by 

engaging in informal in-depth conversations and listening to the participants’ stories that they 

transcribe, in addition to other methods of data collection such as field notes, artefacts and 

photographs, named by Clandinin and Connelly (2000) ‘field texts’. Or, they may come 

alongside their participants, record their stories including other forms of data, and then re-tell 

those stories. In both cases, building a strong relationship is key to these inquiries (ibid). 

 

Earlier when I started to design my research, I had decided to conduct my inquiry by listening 

to participants as they told their stories, which is the most popular approach, to collect the data 

(Clandinin 2013). I could not live alongside them in their daily professional lives because of 

institutional gate-keeping, and logistical problems. So, the pleasant and smooth beginning of 

the research relationship helped minimise my concerns. 

 

I sensed that the principals were surprised to find themselves key persons in a doctoral study, 
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but they were happy to embark with me on our ‘world-travel’ (Lugones 1987:3) to explore their 

lived experiences. Their understanding that this study was about them, their lives; personal 

and professional, added an explicit element of excitement. Perhaps, I also sensed that there 

was an implicit element of satisfaction about an ‘officially suggested’ opportunity they could 

invest in sharing and documenting their ‘voice’: their experiences, their worldviews, their 

stories of successes and struggles, their professional standpoints and their future aspirations. 

We shared many of the realities in our past and present stories, as well as we shared many 

of our dreams and ambitions, on the personal, professional and national levels. Interestingly, 

all three of them were curious to know my story, which then became the starting point for our 

inquiries (Clandinin 2013). Like all the UAE national participants in my previous studies, they 

too were happy to support a national in the midst of her doctorate study, taking care of her 

family and her private EY setting, a contribution that I valued. This familiarity and welcoming 

start helped in establishing trust and good rapport for our research relationship (Lincoln and 

Guba 1989). 

 

Clandinin (2013:43) conceptualises the school contexts using their temporal and relational 

nature by situating them on a metaphorical landscape they named ‘professional knowledge 

landscape’. Researchers enter the research field in the midst: in the midst of familial, cultural, 

institutional, and political narratives. They start their research relationships and their 

collaborative inquiry in the midst of their participants’ personal and professional lives as well 

as their own. I started meeting the three selected kindergarten principals in the midst of their 

familial lives as wives and mothers, busy leading their schools towards the end of year’s 

procedures. Our dialogues detailed the daily-lived experiences. Denzin (1989:28-29) 

describes that in biographical analysis the human experience becomes a blend of an ‘inner 

world of thought and experience’, the person’s self-consciousness and his/her cultural 

creation, and an ‘outer world of events and experience’, that locates the person in the outer 

social world. Denzin also emphasises the uniqueness of a human’s life, and argues that 

biographies/autobiographies can unveil the deeper level of the person’s inner self and provide 

a richer picture of the lived experiences. 

 

As I entered in the midst of the principals’ ‘on-going professional journeys’ (Clandinin and 

Connelly 2000:76), I realised how my narrative beginnings (Clandinin 2013:43) helped in 

understanding the significance of imagining my participants’ personal and professional lives. 

I recognised the familiarity that encourages the ‘taken-for-grantedness’ (Calndinin and 

Connelly 2000:76) of the school’s context. Principals also expressed thoughts about their daily 

work and their upcoming tasks and projects. Driven by memories and passion as Clandinin 

and Connelly assert, those discussions continued during all the following meetings. The 
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contextual commonalities in our personal and professional experiences, that we discovered 

travelling back and forth in time, while still noting the situational and demographical 

differences, removed the ‘strangeness’ from our meetings and helped us in the process of 

meaning making. They showed the various ways in which we all were embedded in our 

familial, socio-cultural and institutional landscapes. Overall, the process of scene-setting 

changed the way participants perceived the interviews from a formal research commitment to 

interested and engaged participation. During these conversations, I strove to establish an 

iterative process of storytelling in which participants expressed their feelings and views about 

what happened and how it happened, and in retrospection, offered their evaluation and 

suggestions about the themes discussed. Next, I will list the methods I used to collect the field 

texts. 

 
3.5.5 Methods of field texts collection 

I started collecting field texts in late May, 2016, and completed the last interview visit in March, 

2017. The wait to receive the study permissions from the MoE and ADEC, controlled the 

frequency and number of visits to the participants. This in turn, controlled the time intervals 

between the interviews for the purpose of transcription and review. 

  

A. Face-to-face in-depth semi-structured interviews 

Face-to-face in-depth semi structured interviews were my main method of collecting field texts 

(data). Interviewing in-depth was necessary and key to serve the main objective of listening 

and sharing the narratives. Mears (2012:170) describes in-depth interviews to be ‘purposeful 

interactions’ by which the researcher collects information about a participant’s knowledge and 

experience, his/her thoughts and feelings, and what meaning this participant ascribes to 

his/her experience. 

 

I conducted four face to face in-depth tape-recorded interviews with Amna and Huda in Dubai 

and Ras-Alkhaimah, respectively. With Noorah in Abu Dhabi, I conducted three face-to-face 

interviews and one on the telephone due to distance restrictions between Abu Dhabi and my 

home emirate. All face-to-face interviews with Amna and Huda were conducted on site, in their 

schools, except for the last interview with Huda at her home in Ras Al-khaimah. I went to visit 

her as she was recovering from surgery. Although Huda wanted to utilise some of the visit’s 

time to continue our discussions, I respected her medical condition, thanked her for her 

support but refused to do so. Ethically and morally, I felt that my visit was strictly a gesture of 

care (Noddings 2013), which Huda appreciated. At the end of my visit, we agreed to meet the 

following week at a more suitable time. 
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Although I had to travel between the different emirates, I still favoured face-to-face interviews 

for their ability and flexibility in building a rapport with the participants, and their value in 

capturing the meanings resulting from observing the non-verbal communication with them. 

Salem and Jarrar (2010) also report in their study that face-to-face communication is culturally 

the preferred mode of communication among national employees in the UAE. At the beginning 

of each first interview I presented, again, a hard copy of the bilingual informed consents along 

with the information sheet. The participants and I would read together, and then they would 

sign the consent form confirming their approval to participate in the study. To build trust 

between us, I explained to the participants that in case of any unexpected disadvantage or 

threat to the participants, they could withdraw their consent at any time. 

 

All interviews ranged from 90 to 180 minutes with each of the principals. All interviews had 

intervals that ranged between seven to 15 days, except for the last concluding interviews 

which were conducted in March of the following school year. According to Mears (2012), 

multiple interview sessions separated by time intervals help in building rapport and mutual 

reflection with the participants. This helps in reviewing the information, probing for more 

explanation and encouraging them to retrieve yet more stories in relation to the questions. As 

planned, recording the interviews facilitated direct observation for a greater opportunity of 

understanding and meaning-making about the site, the scene and the story as a whole (Kvale 

and Brinkmann 2009). 

 

The gatekeeping protocol and gaining permission from the MoE and ADEC to conduct 

research necessitated the drafting of research questions (and sub-questions) that would be 

asked of the participants. The compliance with this requirement led to the interviews becoming 

semi-structured. Dowling and Brown (2010) argue that no interview is unstructured, something 

that I had realised during the planning stage in my study. While engaging in the literature I had 

constructed a conceptual framework and decided on a priori themes about professionalism, 

context, leadership, motivation, self-efficacy and professional development. So, I borrowed 

the interview guide (Appendix 7) (Mears 2012) – a simple set of chronological questions that 

I included in my permissions proposal – from Coleman and Campbell-Stephens’ (2010) study 

of black and ethnic minority principals. My notes about Gronn (1999) and Stevenson’s (2006) 

work on career progress of school leaders helped enrich our collaborative conversations. 

 

I used the interview questions only as triggers to initiate in-depth conversations with my 

participants, and to provide insight and steer our discussions (Marshal and Rossman 2011). 

Although I encouraged the principals to tell their stories in a chronological manner, the process 

of remembering and selecting stories from memory re-constructions is often tangled and non-
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linear (Geertz 1995; Clandinin and Connelly 2000). 

B. Researcher reflections journal 

I suggested to the participants writing a journal, but they could not, due to family and work 

responsibilities. Fortunately, they were generous with their time during our conversations, and 

spoke in detail about their experiences. I, however, integrated my reflections of the interview 

transcripts, to the ones I had noted on the relevant literature into my reflections journal 

(Appendix 8). 

 

C. Field notes of site and artefacts observations  

Multiple interviewing enabled me to make several observations of the settings during my visits, 

and in some of them I had the opportunity to observe the friendly environment and interactions 

of the principals with their staff, visitors and children. Also, during my visits to the selected 

schools, I took photographs of sites and artefacts (Appendices 10, 11, 12). 

 

Czarniawska (2004) indicates that all methods of recording data are obtrusive to varying 

degrees. Clandinin and Connelly (2000:78) add that the focus on the research agenda could 

make the interviews ‘researcher-driven’. Therefore, I was mindful not to get carried away by 

my own stories. I used my reflections journal to focus on the key narrative threads that I had 

compiled during my engagement with the literature. Additionally, I noted some silences or 

untold stories in the conversations with the principals. These observations extended the 

existent threads, while a few more emerged. 

 

Writing field notes of my observations complemented the use of audio recording. Field notes 

also helped in recording clues of the non-verbal communication and purposes of statements 

made, and the ambience of the interview or observation. The notes also captured significant 

elements of the social and professional context and culture of the selected kindergartens, such 

as the location, the communication between the principals and their staff and their working 

styles. In the following conversations, I used these notes to ask significant questions linked to 

the different experiences. 

 

In the following section, I explain the application of the three-dimensional space structure in 

analysing the above-mentioned field texts. 

 
 
 
 



	 72	

3.6 The three-dimensional space structure approach 
Based on Dewey’s criteria of experience, continuity and interaction, Clandinin and Connelly 

(2000) built a metaphorical structure that connects the three main dimensions within which 

stories are situated in the continuity of interactions, in specific places and situations. The first 

dimension, interaction: is expressed in the personal experiences and social interactions of 

individuals over time. Time: past, present and future, is the second dimension (temporal) of 

these experiences in a specific place, the third dimension, creating specific context-related 

situations at any point in time. Clandinin and Connelly (2000:50) suggest that both the 

researchers and participants understand experiences by looking in four directions: ‘inward’, 

towards internal conditions, such as feelings, hopes, aesthetic reactions and moral 

dispositions … ‘outward’, existential conditions, that is the environment … ‘backward’ and 

‘forward’, the ‘temporality’ – past, present, and future’. 

 

Therefore, to understand principals’ professional experiences and learn about their career 

trajectories, narratives of their personal experiences helped me learn about their worldviews, 

their feelings, the influence of the place and milieu/situations on their on-going growth and 

development, and their professional understandings. Based on the view that experience is 

understood narratively (Dewey 1938; Clandinin 2013), a key objective was to explain the 

impact both society and culture had and continue to have on the principals, even before they 

became professionals or principals. It, therefore, signifies the temporal, social and place 

dimensions in their experiences that resonate with Dewey’s criteria of experience: continuity, 

interaction and situation, which are explained below in Figure 3.2: the three-dimensional space 

structure. 
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Figure 3.2 The three-dimensional space structure. 
Source: Clandinin and Connelly (2000) and Creswell and Ollerenshaw (2002). 

 

Moving to the analysis stage, researchers employ the three-dimensional space structure to 

‘unpack’ (Clandinin 2013:34) those stories, observations and artefacts that are embodied and 

embedded in the familial, socio-cultural and institutional landscapes. Researchers analyse 

them, and then re-tell them in chronological sequence. Thus, using Figure 3.2 for each 

participant, I filled the columns with the transcribed field texts under the specified elements 

(Appendix 12). 

 

Dewey’s (1958) emphasis on the uniqueness of the experience when considering time, place 

and characters during the generation of knowledge, helped me overcome the extensive 

amount of fully transcribed field texts. I took the advice of Clandinin (2013:15) when she 

suggested that ‘narrative inquiry was a series of choices’ and continuously referred to my 

purpose and objectives of the study to guide me in choosing the stories that I aimed to inquire 

about. 

 

Using the interpreted information, researchers co-compose, with their participants, 

chronologies in the form of field texts that also include imagined future hopes or improvised 

Interaction Continuity Situation
/place

Personal Social Past Present Future
Look	inward Look	outward Look	backward Look	at Look	forward Look	at
to	internal to	existential to	remembered current to	implied	and context,
conditions, conditions	 in experiences, experiences, possible time,	and
feelings, the feelings,	and feelings,	and experiences place
hopes, environment stories	from stories and	plot	lines situated	in	a
aesthetic with	other earlier	 times relating	to physical
reactions, people	and actions	of	an landscape	or
moral their event setting	with
dispositions intentions, topological

purposes, and	spatial
assumptions, boundaries
and	points	of with
view characters'

intentions,
purposes,
and	different
points	 of
view
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forward-looking stories (Clandinin 2013:45-46). The present-time common space between 

researchers and their participants allows them to negotiate all the different meanings that they 

visualise while they share voice and signature in their interpretations, to co-compose the field 

texts. In our conversations, the principals and I told and re-lived our childhood and school 

stories. They went back in time and place to their family and school landscapes to remember 

their aspirations at that time, to continue their higher education and begin their employment. 

In their stories, principals re-lived and told stories about their schools, and their school stories 

as well those during their professional growth. 

 

Accompanying them in this affectionate ‘world-travel’ to the past (Lugones 1987:3) I too at 

times, shared my stories, or at other times they would ask me to do so, to highlight the 

commonalities in our contexts. The stories captured the experiences, turning points and critical 

incidents throughout their career paths, a chronology that helped me follow the emergence 

and advancement of their ambitions towards leadership on their school landscapes. Together, 

we examined the familial, social and institutional features that had facilitated or hindered the 

gradual formation of their leadership characters. In addition, their personal background and 

their stories of learning in school and university showed how all these elements contributed to 

the building of their personal practical knowledge (Clandinin 1985). Also, the chronological 

accounts of principals’ stories in their respective schools comprised their experiences in PD, 

and the challenges that they had to face in their path to advancement. 

 

Then, from those co-composed field texts I wrote the interim research texts, to continue the 

negotiation of meanings with the principals in the following meetings. Finally, as we continued 

to revisit and re-tell the stories and link them to some more remembered personal and 

professional experiences, re-living these stories in the consecutive conversations led to 

composing the final research texts/stories (Appendices 14, 15, 16) (Clandinin 2013). 

 

According to Clandinin, this on-going cyclic process of reflection and reflexivity influences 

participants’ and researchers’ personal and professional identities; it might also change their 

stories to live by (Clandinin 2013:37, 51-52), to bridge what Bruner (1984:7) maintains are the 

‘inevitable gaps between reality, experience, and expression’. The re-living and re-telling of 

experiences shifts researchers’ and participants’ understandings of the schools’ multi-layered 

and multi-faceted professional knowledge landscapes in which they continue to live (Clandinin 

2013). It was interesting to see how we realised the shifting of our understandings in the 

following conversations when we continued to go back to our memories of childhood, school 

and beginning teachers. 
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The principals and I started reflecting on past events using our present knowledge and tried 

to analyse them: why we understood these past events in the way we remembered them now, 

at the time of our conversations. These reflective and reflexive interpretations explained how 

we justified our previous actions, or the actions of others with us then, and what we imagined 

as future opportunities for personal and professional improvement. At the same time, we 

assessed our professional work in relation to our new evolving knowledge in the midst of the 

current changes in the schools’ professional knowledge and leadership landscapes. We 

practiced what Schon (1983) calls reflection-on-action and knowing-in-action. 

 

3.7 Reflections, considerations and ethics 
My main objective in this study was to produce thick descriptions and transform them into 

research texts that re-story the participants’ personal and professional lived experiences and 

worldviews. These research texts would originate from a familiar context, intensely influenced 

by historical, socio-cultural, political and economic dynamics. Within the principals’ 

autobiographies and my own brief biography, I wanted to highlight the experiences that Denzin 

(1989) argues, are the real subject matter of the research. Denzin also highlights the 

significance of the researcher’s perspective as a determining factor for the quality of 

interpretation in the research. My position necessitates genuine attention to reflexivity and 

ethical considerations, particularly serving a narrative inquiry: what Clandinin and Connelly 

name as ‘wakefulness’ (2000:184). Therefore, I planned a broader ethical framework for the 

study, founded on the requirements of the formal ethical review at the UCL Institute of 

Education. Embedded in it were factors pertaining to ethics and potential safeguards in 

narrative inquiry as advised by Clandinin and Connelly (2000). I intended to demonstrate my 

respect and responsibility towards the knowledge, the participants, the organisations and the 

quality of my research by adhering to the ethical guidelines for educational research created 

by the British Educational Research Association (BERA 2011). According to these standards, 

best ethical practice values and requires fair, respectful, sensitive and prejudice-free treatment 

of scientific knowledge, methods, data and persons. What follows describes my reflective and 

reflexive thinking process, and the measures I took to demonstrate my awareness and 

wakefulness. 

 
3.7.1 Criticisms and weaknesses of narrative inquiry 

First, I had to face the challenge of striking the balance between thinking narratively and writing 

formalistically. As a doctoral student, I am expected to consider a clear structured framework 

for my thesis in which my research questions, findings and conclusions support or are 

supported by theory. This leads finally to the identification of gaps in the current literature, 

providing a unique contribution of knowledge and suggesting potential research possibilities. 
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However, in their approach to narrative inquiry, Clandinin and Connelly (2000) and others start 

their inquiry by studying the experience and not the theory. In their studies, theory and 

literature are interwoven with the embodied experience and practice throughout their works. 

In addition, in compliance with the terms of access and field entry, I had to pay careful attention 

to the style and clarity of writing for it to be accessible for dissemination to the official bodies 

in the UAE. Thus, I tried to the best of my ability, to preserve as many distinctive terms and 

features of the narrative inquiry within the three-dimensional space approach, while attempting 

to meet the expectations of the UCL Institute of Education and the UAE official educational 

organisations. 

 

Second, narrative inquiry is criticised for being time-consuming, laborious and focusing ‘on the 

individual rather than on the social context’ (Marshal and Rossman 2011:153). It is considered 

a challenging approach because a contextually clear life account of participants is required, 

which produces an extensive amount of information about their lived experiences (Clandinin 

2013; Creswell 2007). However, Clandinin and Connelly (2000) argue that focusing on 

individuals’ lived experiences enables researchers to know and learn about the socio-cultural, 

familial, political and institutional contexts in which these experiences are formed and 

embedded. In this study, one of the key aims was to value the principals as practitioners and 

professionals ‘of prime interest’ (Clandinin and Connelly 2000:32), a recognition they thought 

was lacking in their institutional/organisational narratives. Using the three-dimensional space 

approach facilitated, not only the valorising of their experiences, but it also helped in the 

chronological tracing and the profound understanding of the particularities of above-mentioned 

contexts in their stories. 
 

Another important perspective was to consider the position of narrative thinking against 

reductionist approaches in social and educational research. Clandinin and Connelly argue 

against constructing educational change and improvement based on a time-free, context-free, 

people-free, universal schemes of cognitive behaviour embodied in a ‘grand narrative’ such 

as Bloom’s taxonomy (1956 cited Clandinin and Connelly 2000:22). Their view resonated with 

my purpose. I started this study with the aim of employing an interpretive methodology that 

would enable me to explore the personal and professional lived experiences of the selected 

principals. The aim of my study was not evaluative, nor did I aim for generalisability. However, 

by using in-depth interviews, I wanted to explore those specific experiences embedded in my 

participants’ life stories that would shed light on my inquiry’s purpose and phenomena under 

study (Chase 2005). I, then intended to share the research findings with the officials in the 

UAE educational organisations, to highlight the need for conducting in-depth interpretative 

studies that use qualitative methods of data collection, to avoid the reduction of valuable 
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contextual information and the production of misleading results (Dimmmock and Tan 2016). 

 

Therefore, my focus was on people: the principals, who were undergoing continuous change 

over time. Understanding the meaning of their actions required knowing their narrative history 

within the context they were living in. Based on the epistemological underpinnings of multiple 

realities/truths that individuals live and experience, depending on causality of their cognitive 

behaviours to explain their actions, imposed a level of certainty in the results of their 

performances. This was evidenced by their descriptions later, of the MoE evaluations during 

the school inspection and accreditation cycles. As the principals continued to describe their 

experiences, the dynamic nature of context, time and interaction, in relation to the personal 

and social (Dewey 1938), showed how their actions, changed to other possible outcomes. 

 

3.7.2 Managing possible risks, dangers and abuses 
First, I was inspired by studies that emphasised the significance of narrative, life stories and 

context in the examination of PD, career advancement and leadership formation of school 

teachers and leaders (Gronn1999; Clandinin and Connelly1999; Huber and Whelan1999; 

Chase 2005; Coleman and Campbell-Stephens 2010). In their recent research (funded by 

independent government bodies) on social and academic experiences of religious, black and 

minority ethnic, national and international students, Stevenson (2016) and Muller and Trahar 

(2016) explain that quantitative data did not capture the wholeness of students’ experiences. 

They elaborated that using qualitative forms of research such as narrative inquiry helped 

reveal the misconceptions, statistical misrepresentation, silences in untold stories (narrative 

secrets) and other contextual information about the participants. 

 

Stevenson and Muller and Trahar’s assertions resonated with my observations of the 

continuing concerns about the professionalism of the UAE public principals despite the on-

going PD workshops and periodic performance evaluations.  Listening to the principals’ life 

stories from childhood to the present unveiled the familial and socio-cultural values and 

traditions that shaped their characters and worldviews. Using the three-dimensional space 

approach to analyse their experiences revealed the secret stories (Clandinin 2013:49) that 

explained their personal and professional stances and attitudes towards several issues, 

events and situations that they have experienced. Therefore, focusing on the particularities of 

the familial, socio-cultural and institutional contexts emphasised their influence over time, on 

my participants’ personal and professional experiences. 

  

Second, while constructing the interim research texts and final research texts, I realised the 

overly personal and interpersonal nature of narrative inquiry. Therefore, to guard the inter-
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subjective characteristic of my inquiry against the criticism of solipsism and narcissism, I 

respected and reviewed the critique and comments given to me by my colleagues and critical 

friends. Throughout the inquiry, I reminded myself that, although the principals were my prime 

interest, I had to be ‘wakeful’ (Clandinin and Connelly 2000:181) in interpreting their views and 

actions, and alert to the silences and secrets in their narratives. An example of this 

wakefulness was in my interpretation of Huda’s confident character that might have triggered 

the process of refusing her promotion by the MoE official. Another example was in my 

understanding of Amna’s great pride in her personal practical knowledge and leadership skills, 

which made her offended by the inspection results, so much that she wanted to resign. My 

intention was not to romanticise my participants’ stories, nor to fit them into a ‘Hollywood plot’ 

of happy endings (Clandinin and Connelly 2000:181). Their career paths were occupied with 

many challenges, and still are, but I wanted to highlight the details of their lived experiences 

in an attempt to promote what I believed it to be: a much-needed form of rigorous approach 

to educational research from within in the UAE’s educational landscape. Nevertheless, I was 

aware of the possible organisational discomfort or risks – typical to organisational contexts – 

some stories could have posed for the principals. Therefore, I decided to ‘smooth out’ 

(ibid:181) those untold stories and explained, generally, the thoughts within them in my 

analysis. 

 

Third, member-checking: I continued to check the transcriptions and interim research texts 

with the participants to gain confidence about my findings and the interpreted meanings 

through their validation. I translated all the transcriptions for the participants. 

 
3.7.3 Ethics 

The ethical elements of the research design embraced permissions, approvals and informed 

consents; anonymity and confidentiality; and relational responsibility. The following strategies 

addressed these concerns. 

 

First, permission letters, ethical approvals and informed consents: I mentioned earlier the 

process of obtaining these documents. I believed these bilingual permissions would help 

secure openness and disclosure issues for the participants, the organisations and myself in 

relation to empirical data present in the field texts. Clandinin and Connelly (2000), however, 

assert that in a relational research such as narrative inquiry, researcher and participants’ 

shared and collaborative relationships are not mere acquaintances, but friendships that reflect 

the unities of their narratives. I was aware that the ethical responsibility towards the 

participants, organisations and the research would not stop at gaining permissions and 

informed consents. Attending to ethics needed to be extended throughout the research, 
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safeguarded by an on-going consultation of conscience. 
 
Second, concerns for anonymity and confidentiality: Complete anonymity and confidentiality 

cannot be guaranteed, especially in a narrative inquiry (Clandinin and Connelly 2000; 

Denscombe 2010). Therefore, to ensure the best possible degree of anonymity, all 

participants, schools and other individuals were given pseudonyms. I explained to the 

participants my plan of data management and storage to clarify the confidentiality while 

handling their information. 

 

Third, relational responsibility – safeguarding the narratives: Marshal and Rossman 

(2011:153) indicate that narrative inquiry is a collaborative process that gives voice to both 

researchers and participants in their joint search for possible answers to the sociological 

issues existing in their context. I realised that I needed to pay careful attention to address the 

mixed ownership of narrative report in my study, while still being ethically responsible for the 

stories entrusted to me by my participants, as well as towards the research. The resulting story 

re-told and rewritten in a narrative research is perceived as an ethical challenge by narrative 

inquirers, due to the confusing choices that need to be made about the appropriateness of 

sharing and reporting the information obtained. According to Clandinin and Connelly (2000), 

these choices are largely dependent on the degree of collaborative relationship and trust that 

the researcher establishes with the participants. Introducing ourselves to each other and the 

good rapport we established, made the principals consider me as an insider, a member of an 

in-group. They were excited to join me in experiencing their experiences (Clandinin and 

Connelly 2000:189). We all expressed our thoughts and discussed many issues in our national 

context that are largely related to social identity (Elliot 2005), and the desirable social change 

for the development of our people and the advancement of our country. During the analysis, 

the study’s aims guided my selection of stories that were suitable to inform the research puzzle 

and the questions related to it in the inquiry (Creswell 2007). 

 

With regard to Confirmability and the researcher’s self, I believed in the well-established 

statement that interpretive research cannot be free from the influence of researchers’ role of 

the self: her identity, values and beliefs (Denscombe 2010). As I have mentioned in Chapter 

One, I positioned myself as a subjective insider. I believed that the mutual contextual 

knowledge I shared with the participants would enable me to comprehend their perceptions 

and actions better than considering myself an outsider. As an academic researcher, I was 

aware that in relation to contextual and setting knowledge, I needed to strike the balance 

required between the overly subjective effect of a researcher ‘going native’ (Hammersley and 

Atkinson 2007:87) and of him/her ‘going observationalist’ (Labaree 2002:87). In order to 
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achieve this balance, I needed to be ‘wakeful’ (Clandinin and Connelly 2000:182), to critique 

my interpretation and analysis, and reflect upon the criticism offered by other colleagues 

through peer debriefing. 

 

Particular to narrative research, the role of the self resembles what Clandinin and Connelly 

identify as ‘the influence of my own story on the research’. As a narrative researcher, my 

exploration journey required travelling in time and place to re-tell the stories of my participants 

as characters. Based on my interpretations, new stories were written, influenced by my beliefs, 

worldview and my interpretations of the meaning making that I had acquired from those 

stories. Even more, participants’ impressions and perceptions about me during our 

conversations influenced their storytelling and my interpretations in the re-storying (Clandinin 

and Connelly 2000). This feature made me realise the strong subjectivity inherent to my 

position, in its key elements of ‘belongingness’ and collaborative discourse, along with the 

intersubjectivity present in our shared relationship. This intersubjective relationship embraced 

all the stories of happy and sad memories and experiences, concerns and hopes that were 

relevant to the research focus and themes, and often common between the participants and 

myself, in relation to history, collective identity and knowledge of the place. Desforges (2003) 

argues that inquiry and reflective practice influence practitioners’ research, impact positively 

the assessment of leadership and encourage improvement. 
 

The above was my justification for positioning myself as an insider in this research: to promote 

the narrative accumulation of a ‘deep honest account of the field’ in the hope for a forward-

thinking strategy of engaging all concerned people: practitioners, officials and the public in 

inquiring about our personal, social and professional lives and aspirations. To acknowledge 

the need to work collectively to find possibilities of shifting the social and professional 

landscapes we are living in to better future courses. 

 

Fourth, fact or fiction? The stories I selected with my participants to analyse and re-tell in the 

final research texts were stories that I believed, familiar to most of our national practitioners 

and officials in the UAE, whether from the same age group of my participants or individuals 

who were familiar with our contextual narratives: familial, socio-cultural, lingual, educational 

and institutional. The participants and I have memory re-constructions that were similar in 

many ways. In our conversations, we visualised easily the streets, neighbourhoods and 

schools that we were talking about. We sympathised with each other about similar challenges, 

and found many related turning points to commend each other for. We would stop and 

comment frequently on a story or experience by saying: ‘the same happened to me!’ I do not 

consider these conversations to be simplistic scenarios. Rather, I imagine, as Blaise claimed 
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(1993:201) the principals’ lived stories and experiences to be my own. So, while Clandinin and 

Connelly (2000:179) explain that in narrative inquiry, the distinction between fact and fiction 

could be ‘muddled’, I consider the significance of context and temporality to narrow the gap 

between them. The relationship of the UAE national readers to the memoirs in this inquiry’s 

research texts may make them accept them as facts, despite the ethically essential 

fictionalisation and anonymity of my participants. It helps the readers recognise the particulars 

when they read the story as Tannen (1988:92) suggests ‘by imagining the scenes in which the 

particulars could occur and by re-constructing them from remembered associations with 

similar particulars’. He goes on to explain that ‘it is the particular and not the general that 

triggers emotion and moves people’ winning the inquiry its ‘authenticity’ (Rosen 1988:81); an 

important criterion of a story. Criteria of good narrative inquiry will be explained in the next 

section. 

 

Fifth, criteria of narrative inquiry: Scholars in the field of social sciences have considered 

research conventional measures such as validity, reliability, generalisability and objectivity in 

the field of interpretive research to be ineffective (Denscombe 2010) and ‘overrated’ (Clandinin 

and Connelly 1990:7). This is because it is extremely rare to yield similar data and findings 

while replicating interpretive research in a different time, context and with different people. The 

close involvement of the researcher with his/her research, the data analysis and the influence 

of his/her own perspectives also result in the rarity of producing similar interpretations and 

conclusions. Moreover, Clandinin and Connelly (2000:184) describe narrative inquiry as a 

‘fluid inquiry’ that needs continuous wakefulness in all actions and decisions during the 

research, based on the dynamic nature of experiences in terms of their temporality and 

personal and social interactions. They argue that the criteria for conducting a good narrative 

inquiry are ‘under development’ (1990:7). 

 

Lincoln and Guba (1989) refer to Webb et al. (1966 cited Lincoln and Guba 1989:223) in their 

metaphoric description of inquirers to have different ‘moral boiling points’, which influence their 

ethical decisions even in similar situations. Hence, in their naturalistic paradigm they propose 

measures such as transferability based on the ontological and epistemological grounds of 

multiple realities. Van Manen (2011) suggests verisimilitude, apparency and plausibility as 

measures for possible truths and realities. Criteria like adequacy, invitational and explanatory, 

indicate that a research could be readable, comprehensible and transferable to study similar 

contexts provided that thick descriptions of context, situations and participants are available 

to the community of researchers (Clandinin and Connelly 1990:7). I applied these criteria with 

caution, however, including thick descriptions of contexts and participants in the final research 

report was restricted by limited wordage. I also had to face potential bias resulting from the 
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process of selecting the participants by their cluster managers in Dubai and Ras Al-Khaimah. 

The process cautioned me to the possibility that I might not come across negative instances 

or deviant cases (Denscombe 2010) that could contradict my initial propositions and analysis. 

Therefore, to avoid the conformation of data I remained attentive to alternative views of the 

field texts, and reviewed the available literature on similar themes. Also, during our 

conversations, I walked around the kindergartens to observe the elements of their off-site 

perceived cultures (Prosser 1999). I took pictures of participants’ certificates and awards that 

were available, with their permission. I observed their personal and professional 

characteristics during their communication and interaction with their parents, teachers and 

students. I triangulated their understandings of professional knowledge, skills and tasks with 

the knowledge I have reviewed in the literature. However, while I tried to check for truth and 

facts in their accounts, I recognised that the criteria of verisimilitude and apparency and 

plausibility confirmed the existence of multiple realities. They helped to give the participants 

voice in sharing their worldviews and their professional understandings, their practical 

reasoning and their judgements (Green 2009). 

 

In agreement with the above measures, I considered that my findings, resulting from the field 

texts full of thick descriptions that I co-composed with the principals, were explanatory, 

invitational and transferrable in relation to applicability in the various regions of the country. 
 

The empirical studies done nationally and internationally, specifically in the field of EY, that 

are entwined in my literature review and data analysis chapters, connected my theoretical 

framework with principals’ professional practice. In addition, data observed (seen, heard or 

read) in the field during the time of inquiry served as grounded data. It embraced participants’ 

experiences of their reflective practice, as reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action (Schon 

2008). Principals’ narratives described their personal practical knowledge and their actions, 

hence embodying knowing-in-action. The field texts showed the gradual advancement that 

explained the progression in their career paths. 

 

3.8 Summary 
In this chapter, I explained my decision to use narrative inquiry as a method and methodology 

to detail the narratives of my participants chronologically. In the very rich multi-faceted and 

noteworthy context of the UAE, I consider it very important to uncover, as Edel mentions 

(1987:17), the ‘figure under the carpet’, to know – and to continue to know – about the 

individual before knowing about the professional. By using narrative as a method, I will listen 

to the principals telling me their stories, while I share my own with them. Our collaborative 

dialogues will help me analyse and inquire into their narratives to re-tell their experiences as 
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they unfold in their told stories. 

 

I will analyse their stories using the three-dimensional space structure approach suggested by 

Clandinin and Connelly (2000). Employing this approach will serve as a valuable opportunity 

to walk with my participants, the PK principals, through their life journeys. I hope that the 

discussion and negotiation of meanings and feelings, and the sharing of personal and 

professional experiences during this joint walk will assist in informing my research puzzle and 

provide possible answers for the sub-questions. I aim to re-story their narratives into final 

research texts in a way that will embrace our shared reflections and suggestions of personal 

and professional improvement in our quest for knowledge about the public schools’ leadership 

career trajectories within our national context. 

 

Finally, I explained the criticisms against narrative inquiry and discussed the ways in which I 

would try to manage its limitations and weaknesses. I am aware of the ethical concerns that 

I might face by deciding to use narrative inquiry, and I explained the ways in which I would 

show respect and care to my participants, to the research and to the organisations. 
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Chapter Four 
Stories of Principals: Exploration of Career Trajectories 

 
4.1 Overview 
My research puzzle was to study the career progress of three PK principals in the UAE to 

inform the officials and policy makers of the educational organisations about the routes and 

processes PK principals go through during their career trajectories. To understand these 

trajectories, I dealt with the following sub-questions: 

• How do these kindergarten principals perceive their professional identities, and what, 

in their continuously changing complex contexts, shaped and continues to reshape 

their identities?  

• How did they enter their principalship?  

• What factors in their experiences, whether critical incidents or turning points, supported 

or hindered their career progress towards, and into, principalship?  

• What furthered or advanced their career progress and, at the same time, enabled them 

to support and promote their educational values? 

 

The full chronological stories of the three principals are found in the appendices 14, 15, 16. 

The principals recounted their personal and career progress, specifically their stories of 

learning, personal growth, PD and school leadership. At the same time, their stories of turning 

points for achievements and successes, as well as the critical incidents caused by challenges 

and obstacles, revealed how their career progress was storied by people around them. 

 

I tried to understand what personal and professional development and career progress meant 

from the principals’ vantage points. I realised that the principals understood these meanings 

in deeper and much more complex ways than what was understood among public principals 

in the UAE within the dominant narrative of PD and career progress. The principals valued 

their experiences as they strove to learn from them all, both the educative and the mis-

educative ones. 

 

The principals were aware of national and international educational changes, and the 

implications for their identities, worldviews, education/professional knowledge, and practices. 

Despite respecting and embracing their values, the principals’ profound knowledge of the 

complex and multi-dimensional contexts mirrored in their life stories showed that they resisted 

the traditional concepts and routes of school education and leadership that diminished their 

own learning and professional progress, or the development of their school community 
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members: administrators, teachers, students and parents. They tried to develop their learning, 

teaching and leading, sometimes through planning and at other times through reimagining 

and/or improvising. 

 

After negotiating the three narrative accounts of these principals with their approval, I carefully 

examined them while looking for times, situations and places of development and progress, 

as well as for the challenges, pressures and tensions in their stories. These multiple readings 

guided me in: 

• addressing the research puzzle and the sub-questions. 

• identifying six resonant threads that helped in composing the meaning of career 

progress in kindergarten leadership from within the narrative understanding of these 

principals’ lives, which are: 

A. The formation of leadership character amidst the competing /conflicting narratives of 

dominant familial, socio-cultural and institutional contexts. 

B. Accession with attention to innovation, creativity and initiative taking: stories of gaining 

professional development and overcoming challenges. 

C. Creating a principalship: stories of aiming for role mastery in leadership and 

advancement amidst competing /conflicting stories of knowledge, autonomy and 

accountability. 

D. The interplay of structure and agency on the professional identity of the principals. 

E. The interrelationship and interdependence between professional identities and career 

progress. 

 

Therefore, I now explore the narrative accounts of the three principals, in relation to the 

conceptual and analytical frameworks explained in figures 2.1–2.7. The aim is to provide a 

richer, multi-faceted and more holistic understanding of the concept of career progress in the 

UAE of PK principals in particular, and UAE public schools in general. I use the principals’ 

narratives to construct the six resonant threads while attending to the principals’ key features 

of personal and leadership characters. I focus on the influence of these features on the 

principals’ motivation to foster moral and ethical human agency (McIntyre 1999). Additionally, 

I highlight the significance of integrating professional knowledge and skills with tacit 

knowledge to promote self-efficacy, competence, intrinsic professional responsibility and 

accountability while planning for and providing PD programmes. 
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4.2 Discussion of resonant narrative threads 
4.2.1 Huda: the high flier on a fast track 

Ras Al-Khaimah is a northern emirate on the coast of the Arabian Gulf. Huda, principal of ‘Z’ 

kindergarten on the outskirts of Ras Al-Khaimah City, was selected by her cluster manager to 

participate in my study. We started our first meeting at 9:00 a.m. in her office. Upon entering 

the gate, I noticed that the round-shaped kindergarten building was old, but well maintained 

(Appendix 9), with a calm, welcoming reception area. The wall displays in the corridors were 

full of information, children’s work and year-round activities. 

‘Z’ kindergarten had three Kindergarten One and three Kindergarten Two classes with a total 

of 150 students, five administrators, six class teachers, two teachers for the English language 

and five support staff. 

       

(Researcher journal, field notes: May 2016) 
 

A. The formation of leadership character 

Huda was a 42-year old mother of five at the time of the interview. Her childhood stories, funny 

and full of frustrations, reflecting the 1970’s context of the young and fast-developing UAE. 

These stories of the UAE’s history and national society were re-told and re-lived by Huda, and 

showed how the values of her ancestors and tribal lineage were continuously re-lived daily. 

 

Ras Al-Khaimah is an Emirate with strong tribal solidarity (Hawker 2011), and where Huda’s 

father, a well-known, wealthy businessman, was a respected tribal member. Huda was the 

third child of his second wife. As Huda told stories of her childhood, she showed how her 

parents, key characters in her life, were pivotal in planting the seeds of responsibility and 

ambition. She believed her leadership traits emerged in her childhood stories. However, many 

of them showed her troubles, puzzlement and uncertainty. Huda’s childhood perception of her 

parents paying more attention to her elder sister made her learn alternative ways of becoming 

noticed and distinguished. She laughed and said, ‘In my primary school, I started thinking and 

acting in an independent way. I acted mischievously and played jokes on the girls, on my 

teachers and sometimes on the principal. I felt happy!’ 

 

Huda spoke fondly of her father, describing him as a caring and loving personality, ‘He would 

redirect us calmly, and sometimes teach us lessons using poetry and traditional songs’. In 

contrast to her father’s personality, Huda spoke of her mother as being a ‘very firm, somewhat 

autocratic and short-tempered’ personality. Her mother’s exclusive focus on academic 

subjects, disregarding Huda’s talents and tacit skills, created an imbalance in her educational 
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priorities. These strict views and forceful behaviours made Huda imagine stories of how she 

would control her life and make her own decisions; they awakened the “rebelliousness” in her. 

Huda said: 

 

I rebelled against my mother’s decisions and wishes. I started making 

decisions without her involvement, such as participating in school events. 

I encouraged my friends to visit neighbourhoods a bit farther away during 

religious celebrations such as Eid4. 

 

Huda shared stories of how some of her father’s religious and traditional beliefs, along with 

her mother’s strict upbringing and domineering personality, influenced her ideas of schooling 

and her choices of university education, friends, and future husband. Huda dreamed of 

continuing her higher education abroad with her ambitious friends, and imagined a future story 

of her being a physician. She recalled:   

 

I saw these plans as opportunities for studying abroad and acquiring 

independence and success as a physician. However, I did not study hard 

enough because I was discouraged by my mother’s extreme firmness, 

who had high expectations for my education. 

 

Although, her parents valued education and ensured that their children studied hard, Huda’s 

father was trapped in the dominant socio-cultural narrative of restricting his daughters to one 

area of employment: teaching. Huda’s struggle with her family over conflicting perceptions 

about the appropriate choices of professions for women annoyed her and made her feel very 

restricted; therefore, she improvised a forward-looking story of motherhood and studied early 

childhood education, allowing her to complete successfully her degree in 1998. I also learned 

from Huda that most of her friends worked in education for the same reasons. 

 

However, this situation did not distort Huda’s love for her parents or weaken her relationship 

with them. She said: ‘I am proud of my parents, and I feel grateful for their love and care 

throughout the years.’ Huda laughed as she expressed her view on raising children: ‘But I 

prefer the way my father raised us, and I try to raise my children in the same way’. Initially, her 

parents’ views and decisions forced her to fit her life into the dominant socio-cultural and 

familial narratives. 

      (Researcher journal, Transcript: May, 2016) 

                                                
4	A Muslim festival, in particular Eid al-Fitr or Eid al-Adha (Oxford dictionary, 2017).	
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B.  Accession 

Huda has imagined herself as an ambitious, independent individual since her school days, 

and to satisfy her aspiration for distinction, she started to equip herself with the tools that would 

help her pursue her future story. Huda started teaching in 2000. In her stories of employment 

and development, I began to understand how she started discovering her potential leadership 

skills, and how she used the challenges and turning points in her life as stepping stones to 

successful leadership and advancement. She began to gain independence by persuading her 

parents to work in a remote kindergarten ‘Q’. To Huda’s surprise, her mother managed to 

convince her father, for which she was grateful: ‘I was very happy! This was the time when I 

started to consider my mother from a new angle. Mother supported me throughout my career 

and I will never forget it!’. 

  

Huda learned to drive, and bought a car with her own salary. Huda tried to be creative in her 

teaching to improve her students’ learning, so she enrolled in PD workshops offered by the 

MoE in ‘Q’ kindergarten and in those offered in the private sector. Huda was excited to share 

the story of her being given an award for excellent teachers — her first professional success: 

 

Our principal encouraged me to participate in the Sheikh Hamdan Bin 

Rashid Award for excellent teachers, and I got the award. I felt very happy 

and proud and considered this award a turning point in my career. 

 

Huda took the initiative of planning workshops for parents, sharing her knowledge with them, 

because she felt personally and professionally responsible for raising their awareness about 

their children’s education. This initiative earned her nomination for leadership of the PTA at 

‘Q’ kindergarten. 

 

Huda’s first achievement award awakened in her a plan for a brighter future with more 

achievements and distinctions. She said ‘I started thinking and planning for my development 

and promotion’. She began to compose her leadership narrative by fulfilling the criteria for 

promotion to vice principalship, which she achieved easily. Huda perceived the role of a vice 

principal to be tedious and limiting, and aspired for a more strategic role, one that facilitated 

change management and allowed her to improve the teaching and learning processes and 

outcomes: ‘It lacked features of leadership such as strategy, improvement and change 

management. I hate routine and administrative paperwork’. 
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Huda nominated herself for principalship after only a year in her role as vice principal. She 

explained to me her anxiety about convincing Ras Al-Khaimah’s LEZ of her capabilities as a 

school leader. The interview panel was impressed with Huda’s disposition, confidence and 

well-informed answers, and to fulfil the selection requirements, agreed to promote her to a 

principal upon completing a second year as vice principal (Appendix 13).  

 

For a year, Huda worked as the acting principal in ‘Q’ kindergarten. Huda recalled the great 

challenges she faced: ‘It was the most difficult experience of my life. I had to do the work of 

three people: principal, vice principal and secretary’. She was promoted to a principalship the 

following year. 

        

      (Researcher journal, Transcript: May, 2016) 

 
C. Creating a principalship 

Huda was tested in her leadership and communication skills. She spoke of the initial 

reactions of ‘Z’ kindergarten’s teachers and administrators: 

 

Teaching staff were doubtful at first, but, then they showed preparedness 

to start a constructive relationship. However, the administrative staff was 

not so happy. They wanted their vice principal to become their principal. 

To some of them, I was from a different tribe’. 

 

As Huda continued to compose her leadership narrative as principal of ‘Z’ kindergarten, her 

positive communication and relationships with Ras Al-Khaimah’s LEZ officials, and her 

forward thinking allowed her to obtain a generous budget for repairing the kindergarten 

building. Additionally, her well-organised efforts to renovate the kindergarten at the beginning 

of her leadership gained her the staff’s acceptance.  

 

Together with her staff, Huda worked on establishing efficient management systems for the 

kindergarten, reviewed and enriched the curriculum, and trained for consistency in 

performance. Huda described her work style: ‘The first year was very stressful and required 

huge amount of work and efforts. After training my staff, I delegated duties and tasks to them 

because I believed that everyone should know their duties and accept responsibility to fulfil 

them’. 

 

When I asked Huda about the MoE and the public’s dissatisfaction with the work of principals, 

she replied: ‘Many principals did not put similar efforts in their schools, either because they 
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were not skilled or knowledgeable enough or because they lacked support and recognition, 

and the salary is the same for all’. I asked Huda whether being a senior leader challenged her 

educational values. She replied:  

 

No, because I remembered my previous role as a teacher at the beginning 

of my career, the values, ethics, struggles and responsibilities of teaching. 

That is why I supported the teachers, trained them and continued to 

mentor them. I think I was suited for the role’. 

 

Huda developed constructive partnerships with other community institutions and reached out 

to the private sector for the provision of resources. These individual and collective efforts of 

care and improvement allowed Huda to lead the school to a successful MOE inspection 

(Appendix 13). I learned, however, that when the accreditation team started its inspection, 

Huda and her team felt uncomfortable. Huda said: 

 

We were inspected by foreigners who didn’t know us. So, we felt worried, 

but Alhamdulillah, they gave us a “Highly Effective” rating in the areas of 

leadership and children’s personal development, and “Effective” in the 

areas of students’ academic outcomes, school-community partnerships, 

school culture, classroom environment and the use of educational 

resources and technology’.  

 

Huda and her team were very happy, and described communication with the 

accreditation team as ‘positive and constructive’. 

 

Huda carried on with plans for PD for herself, her team and the extended community of 

principals and teachers in Ras Al-khaimah and the other emirates. She organised PD 

workshops and invited consultants from the MoE and the private sector to facilitate the growth 

of knowledge and skills. She also gave examples of public and private institutions offering 

awareness programmes and PD workshops. Some parents volunteered to participate in 

kindergarten activities, and attended some classroom activities to understand how to support 

their children at home. 

 

During our conversations, I wondered about the empowerment that Huda’s teachers felt, 

which I sensed as Huda told me her stories of motivation and encouragement: 
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I tried to build consistent positive communication and a supportive 

relationship with my teachers based on mutual trust and fairness, by 

giving them feedback after my regular visits to their classrooms. I don’t 

blame them for their mistakes or limitations; rather I take them by the hand 

and help them improve. 

 

Huda also demonstrated her concern for children’s personal well-being even outside the 

kindergarten. She said: 

 

The mother of Ahmed in KG-2 died in a car accident, and he lived with his 

stepmother. I felt that Ahmed was being neglected at home, so I continued 

to communicate with the stepmother and stepsister and explained to them 

Ahmed’s needs. I counselled them about the virtues and blessings of 

taking care of an orphan in Islam. After a while, the family started taking 

better care of Ahmed. 

 

As Huda received more awards for her achievements in the kindergarten and efforts for 

communal progress (Appendix 16), she realised her self-efficacy, which increased her self-

esteem and motivated her to improvise a forward-looking story, one of bigger successes and 

higher promotions, such as becoming a cluster manager. 

 

      (Researcher journal, field notes: May 2016) 

 

D. The interplay of structure and agency on the professional identity of the 

principals 

The coherence of Huda’s success story in school leadership was interrupted when the 

interview committee refused to promote her, and explained that a kindergarten principal’s 

professional knowledge was insufficient to manage schools higher than kindergartens. 

Unconvinced, Huda tried for the promotion twice more and she justified her persistence by 

saying, ‘The MoE can provide us with PD programmes/ workshops … After all, we have 

graduated from the college of education and worked as principals for several years’. Huda 

considered this interruption a ‘glass ceiling’ (Cocchiara and Bell 2015:127) impeding her 

progress. 

 

Frustrated by the panel’s repeated rejection of her promotion and pressured by family 

responsibilities and postgraduate studies, Huda considered resigning. However, with her 

family’s loving and continuous support and their belief in her vision and abilities, Huda 
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reinvented her career strategy and imagined a dream beyond educational leadership. She 

nominated herself for 2015 elections to the UAE Federal National Council (FNC) (Gronn 

1999), to represent the educational field and bring forward their concerns. Huda imagined 

herself as a high flier and continued to shape her life in line with her dreams. Huda won the 

love, trust and respect of her staff and parents, as they supported her ‘FNC’ campaign: 

 

My husband, parents and kindergarten staff supported me … I was 

surprised at the parents’ excitement at first, and when I asked them about 

the reason for supporting my campaign, they told me that they appreciated 

my work with them and their children.  

 

It is important here to note the impact of the interplay between the structure and agency on 

Huda’s professional identity. Huda faced obstacles related to the social structure: she spoke 

of childhood and learning experiences in which she had little to say about her learning interests 

and future dreams. Being an ambitious resilient personality, Huda was determined to carve 

out a successful career, despite her limited familial and socio-cultural contexts. Therefore, she 

improvised a future story of motherhood that encouraged her to view through a positive lens 

the journey in higher education. 

 

Huda’s beliefs were formed initially by her parents’ strong values, but then they evolved as 

she admired the charisma of political and social leaders in a newly-founded country. When I 

asked Huda about others who served as role models in her life, she mentioned: 

 

Sheikhah Fatimah Bint Mubaarak, the wife of the late ruler Sheikh Zayed. 

She is one of the great supporters of women and their contribution to 

society. Also, Dr. Rodha Almutawwa, who was a renowned female leader 

(Gulf News 2010).  

 

So, when similar views of limited and controlled opportunities stemming from some 

unconvincing traditional perceptions impeded the beginning of her employment, Huda found 

ways to reconcile the differences in her personal perceptions, goals and social values by 

employing her tacit knowledge, her personal initiatives for continuing PD and her competence 

in communication skills with her family and the MoE. 

 

In summary, Huda had imagined forward-looking personal and professional stories of success 

and leadership, for which she showed a strong individual agency, supporting Stevenson’s 

(2006) argument. She told her stories of PD and career progress as initially coherent, without 
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any structural hindrances. Her passion for success and extending her leadership initiatives 

outside the kindergarten overcame organisational pressures, and her confidence in her 

personal efficacy resolved the potential tensions of the daily professional responsibilities. 

Huda has been recognised for many officially accredited achievements (Appendix 16). 

 

      (Researcher journal, Transcript: May 2016) 

 

E. The interrelationship and interdependence between professional identities 

and career progress 

Huda won the acceptance of her staff with her continuous support for their professional 

development and tasks. She said: ‘I asked the LEZ to let me help other kindergartens to 

improve and develop, but my teachers do not want me to leave the kindergarten. They are 

happy with my leadership and are appreciative of my support’. 

 

In our third meeting Huda informed me that she was shocked to know that her position as a 

permanent principal was jeopardised: ‘As per the MoE requirements, I needed to lead a 

kindergarten that had more than 200 children, which was not the case’. Huda expressed her 

frustration upon finding out this shocking fact: ‘I blamed the previous cluster manager for not 

helping me in this problem’. 

 

Huda considered that often the MoE had had a negative impact on her career, which had 

demotivated her and even led her to consider retiring. However, her mother persuaded her 

not to do so. Then, she smiled and told me the recent happy news of a promotion: ‘I have 

been nominated to ‘first principal; a new position for leading a group of kindergartens’. 
 

It is clear from the above that Huda continued to build a professional career in EY leadership, 

and had many professional accomplishments such as winning competitions, receiving ‘Highly 

Effective’ in the MoE accreditation and completing her MEd. Huda, her family and staff were 

all proud of her achievements. Huda expressed confidently, ‘I believe that achievements are 

the greatest motivators’. She committed to her own PD as well as those of her teachers and 

administrators. When I asked about the reason for spending substantial personal money to 

sponsor the PD workshops, Huda replied: ‘I value raising awareness in all aspects of 

education’. 

 

Huda and her team embraced social cohesion to contribute positively to the UAE’s diversified 

society and its growing model of globalisation. They did it through various curriculum-enriching 

extra-curricular activities that were in line with national political targets and socio-cultural 
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annual celebrations. Among those was celebrating the annual international day, in which 

parents and other community members participate. Huda felt ethically obliged to attend to the 

struggles of some children, like Ahmed, who had interracial families, to promote their healthier 

emotional and academic growth. 

 

To solve the issue of limited resources, Huda formed constructive connections with the MoE 

and various governmental and private institutions that provided resources/support to the 

kindergarten’s tasks and initiatives. Huda saw that the parents and the extended community 

admired the care and learning experiences that ‘Z’ kindergarten members provided for their 

children, as well as their efforts to involve parents in their children’s learning and create 

positive social relations with the community. She said: ‘Some parents volunteer to participate 

in kindergarten activities, and attend some classroom activities to understand how to support 

their children at home’. Huda reported their reason for supporting her in the FNC elections to 

be ‘a gesture of appreciation’ (Appendix 13). 

 

Huda criticised the inadequate curriculum of EY, and tried to manage the challenges resulting 

from the ongoing education reform and the continuously changing policies by enriching the 

curriculum with her teachers to fill the perceived gaps: ‘We also reviewed the curriculum and 

improved some limitations such as the need to teach English and the enrichment of the Islamic 

studies’. 

 

Huda lived out a strong story of investment in progress opportunities, imagining the acquisition 

of higher leadership roles in the MoE. However, to her dismay, she encountered stories of 

organisational bureaucracy. Depressed and threatened, she felt conflicted about her 

professional career in educational leadership. However, her family revived her self-image with 

their support and acknowledgment of her efforts and achievements. The conflicting attitude 

soon transformed into a hopeful attempt of reinvention by nominating herself for the 

membership in the FNC. 

 

      (Researcher journal, Transcript: May 2016) 

 

F. Interim summary: living by knowledge and experience, hope and 
perseverance 

When I asked Huda about how she had planned for her career, she replied, ‘I believe only 30 

per cent was my planning, and 70 per cent is from Allah’. As Huda’s life story unfolded, she 

viewed progress as a linear process that could be easily pursued with knowledge, experience, 
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determination, hope and hard work. This coherent narrative was abruptly interrupted when 

she was repeatedly denied promotion. Only then did Huda start to make real sense of 

perseverance and alternatives as ways of rebuilding the coherence of her narrative. I felt that 

Huda had developed an innately richer perspective, stronger motivation and ambition, and a 

deeper meaning of advancement when she continued: ‘I think that success fuels your ambition 

and determination, and encourages you to gain more successes, regardless of occasional 

discouragement from people around you’. 

 

      (Researcher journal: May 2016, April 2017) 
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4.2.2 Amna: the success seeker 
The principal of ‘P’ kindergarten in Dubai, Amna, was also selected for my research by her 

cluster manager. We agreed to meet in her office at 9:00 a.m. ‘P’ kindergarten is located near 

Dubai Airport in one of the first urban neighbourhoods built in Dubai, an old neighbourhood 

inhabited largely by non-nationals. There are seven Kindergarten One and seven 

Kindergarten Two classes with a total of 288 students, five administrators, 15 teachers and 13 

support staff. 

 

On arrival at the kindergarten, I saw an educational building like those built in the 1980s. 

Colourful images of alphabetical letters and cartoon characters were displayed on the outer 

sides of its walls (Appendix 10). Inside the kindergarten on one side I saw a clean, tidy 

playground with some play equipment and garden seats and, on the other side, I saw builders 

carrying out some repair work. The reception area was a cool, tidy hall with a TV screen 

mounted on one of its walls displaying the educational vision and a roll of children’s pictures. 

 

(Researcher journal, field notes: May 2016) 

 
A. The formation of leadership character 

Amna was 46 years at the time of the interview, the second in a family of 10 children, and her 

parents were both illiterate. Amna’s life was nested around strong loving family relationships, 

which shaped her perceptions of love, care and support, forming and strengthening her 

commitment and dedication to contribute to her family’s responsibilities. I noticed how fondly 

Amna talked about her father and his strong love for his children: 

 

My father liked to spoil us, unlike my mother who was firmer and very 

disciplined. My mother adhered to religion and traditions more than my 

father, but they both loved us very much. I admired the way my parents 

raised us, and I learned to raise my own children in the same way. 

 

Despite their illiteracy, Amna’s parents took great care of their children’s upbringing and 

education, were self-disciplined, artistic and skilful, and believed in hard work leading to 

success. These characteristics had a notable influence on Amna’s character and attitude 

during her education, making her an independent learner, and later in all her stages of 

teaching and leadership. Amna imagined herself as a leader from the time she was given the 

responsibility for her siblings’ learning. The tutoring of her younger siblings introduced her at 
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a young age to the skills of teaching and critical thinking such as explanation, problem solving 

and decision making (Appendix 14). 

 

At an early stage, Amna started to improvise a forward-looking story of becoming a 

mathematics teacher as she insisted on playing the teacher’s role in make-believe games of 

school with her cousins. She spoke of how struggles with her weak eyesight and rote learning 

triggered her love for mathematics and critical thinking, and motivated her to excel in her 

studies, she smiled: 

 

I consider this to be the first turning point in my learning … especially in 

mathematics, I started getting full marks … Teachers noticed the sudden 

rise in my level of attainment, and their encouragement boosted my 

motivation and ambition. 

 

Embracing all these identities awakened young Amna to her leadership skills, and she worked 

very hard to complete her secondary schooling, despite her responsibilities for her younger 

siblings. She said: 

 

Alhamdulilah, I was able to enter the college of education ... My mother 

was very happy, because I was the first one in my family to go to university 

… my parents had high expectations for my future. 

 

At university, Amna continued to focus on constructing a well-planned life that would allow her 

to become a mathematics teacher. This helped her to overcome her fears of studying in 

English and excel in mathematics. As Amna continued to live out her future story as a 

mathematics teacher, she realised that the number of nationals who studied mathematics in 

her college was very small, ‘I was very surprised!’ This realisation made her proud, and she 

gained a sense of self-efficacy as she looked forward to employment. 

 

Amna admired her parents’ strong, yet wise, humble and loving personalities, and how they 

led their family by practising the values and teachings of their religion, Islam, and their 

traditional values. To Amna, it demonstrated leadership by example. She said, ‘something I 

learned and practised within my family’. 

 

Amna graduated from the university in 1992, and was the only national mathematics teacher 

appointed in Dubai public primary schools in 1993; this specialisation was not popular among 

the female nationals, which boosted her self-esteem.  
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(Researcher journal, Transcript, May 2016) 

 

B. Accession 

Amna’s teaching passion guided her future decisions and made her determined to develop 

her knowledge and teaching skills by learning from experienced practitioners — teachers and 

leaders — even if she had to fight for opportunities to do so. In her story of the first school she 

worked at; ‘T’ girls primary school, the principal gave Amna a light teaching schedule and 

some non-teaching duties, such as sharing the canteen responsibility with other colleagues. 

The principal, however, did not allow her to attend observation classes. Amna remembered 

her frustration then: ‘I was a new teacher … How can I learn from others if I won’t get a chance 

to observe them in their classes?’ 

 

The following year, when allocated the same number of duties, Amna refused, saying, ‘I was 

polite but I needed to take a firm stance in this situation’. The principal considered Amna’s 

refusal a challenge to her authority and threatened to transfer her to another school. Amna 

accepted the transfer. She commented ‘I felt that I did not belong at ‘T’ school’. 

 

In ‘G’ intermediate5 school, Amna developed her personal practical knowledge and integrated 

IT and artistic skills, earning her the opportunity of surpassing her colleagues and becoming 

a teacher-leader. She stated, ‘I realised that my work at ‘G’ was a leap to excellence and 

turning point in my career’. She continued learning and shared good practices with other 

colleagues to develop the school. This opened the door for her distinction and promotion to 

middle management, although she was challenged by frequent school transfers with her rapid 

promotions (Appendix 14). Amna described her feelings when the Dubai LEZ director 

transferred her for the second time: 

 

I was comfortable and settled at ‘G’ school. I felt competent and had 

experience in teaching intermediate years …why change?’ But, my 

husband encouraged me to accept the transfer because he trusted my 

abilities as did the director of LEZ’. 

 

Amna continued to compose her stories of success in ‘N’ girls secondary school, ‘B’ mixed6 

school, ‘L’ boys primary school and ‘O’ boys primary school until she became a vice principal. 

                                                
5	Intermediate	level/Cycle	2	(12-14	years):	In	this	level,	children	complete	Grades	6	to	9.	
6	Mixed school: A school that includes primary and intermediate classes.	
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Love and care were embedded in Amna’s leadership style from her childhood stories, and 

these qualities were reinforced by some of the admirable principals under whose leadership 

she worked and whom she described as ‘welcoming … good listeners … empowering … 

shared leadership … delegated tasks’ (Appendix 14). Nevertheless, she disliked the role of 

vice principal, perceiving it as spiritless paperwork that did not stimulate her leadership skills, 

especially under the authority of domineering/autocratic principals: ‘I did not feel comfortable 

in such an environment’. 

 

Amna continued to aspire to a role that would enable her to support teachers in performing 

their responsibilities towards their students creatively and autonomously. Amna’s excellent 

performance evaluation and the ongoing development of her knowledge and professional 

skills transformed her into a competent change agent and a proud autonomous self-assured 

leader (Appendix 17). Amna continued to build on her self-efficacy until she was selected for 

principalship of ‘M’ mixed school. Her sense of self-esteem (Weiner 2007) motivated her to 

challenge the selection of Dubai LEZ, so she asked to lead a kindergarten instead. Being 

perplexed with the conflicting responsibilities of family and work, Amna had planned a career 

strategy that she thought would allow her to add Early Learning to her leadership experience. 

She recalled the story of her last transfer: 

   

I thought of working in a less challenging place and, at the same time, 

carry on with my family responsibilities. Initially, The LEZ official refused 

my request, but I was tired, and my family needed my attention. They 

disagreed on offering me a position which meant a demotion after all these 

years of experience … [Later], they agreed and I became the principal of 

‘P’ kindergarten. 

 

   (Researcher journal, Transcript: June 2016) 

 

C. Creating a principalship 

Amna started her principalship in ‘P’ kindergarten, and during her initial visit, she was 

dismayed by the state of the building. She said: 

 

It looked like a desert… then, a 24-year-old (34 now) and neglected 

building with two dead coconut trees at the entrance gate, dirty play sand 

and some old tires. I immediately knew what change I would introduce: 

cut those two trees’.  
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She asserted herself by making the shocking move of cutting down the trees. She laughed as 

she told me the story: 

 

Many did not like what I had done, but I wanted to send the message for 

my staff of the change process that was about to start in all areas of the 

kindergarten … I don’t blame them ... until that year we did not have 

sufficient budgets in schools … ‘P’ kindergarten team kept a low profile 

and did not participate in any activities or events, but I noticed later that 

they were very organised in their administrative and academic work. 

 

Based on Gronn’s (1999) explanation, during her formal and informal interactions with the 

kindergarten team, Amna behaved as a competent change agent, calmly showing her 

confident and decisive self. With her positive communication skills, Amna convinced them to 

perceive her initiation of change as a progressive move. 

 

However, at first the new landscape of knowledge and professional experiences made her 

doubt herself. Amna appreciated the advice of her supportive academic assistant, ‘Interact 

with the children like you do with your youngest son’. Amna invested in her love for knowledge 

and equipped herself with the necessary information about early childhood education, and 

reviewed the early years’ MoE curriculum provided by the Kindergarten Development Center 

(KDC) (Appendix 17). 

 

Amna employed a follower-centred working style of leadership that embraced care and 

building positive relationships. This was evident in her stories of postponing her first official 

meeting and interacting with them informally first, of sympathising with the old teachers in their 

decision to retire out of their fear of change, of promising the teachers to postpone all her 

classrooms visits until they had overcome their anxiety and prepared themselves for 

observation, of reassuring them of her full support in mentoring them throughout the 

improvement and development process. Amna described the first official meeting with her staff: 

 

We were all waiting for the meeting. I needed to know their views and 

perceptions. I wanted to understand the culture of the place … So, I 

stressed the importance of professional commitment and discipline.  

 

Amna advised her management team to provide teachers with constructive criticism instead 

of blaming them for their limitations. She told me a story of an informative observation: 

‘when the KHDA led their PD, they instructed the teachers to let the children speak more, 
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which would help children to be more expressive and use information confidently. So, teachers 

started appreciating the change in their teaching and learning, however, they were still used 

to explaining the lessons for most of the session time. In one of my observation sessions, I 

attended a science lesson in which children brought their plant pots. Instead of asking the 

children to explain their observations, the teacher started to explain them. I requested her 

gently to let one of her students tell us about his plant. The student was happy to tell us his 

observations and slowly, other students were enthusiastic to join in the discussion; they felt 

confident about the information they had. The teacher understood the purpose of my 

intervention and seemed glad with the children’s learning outcomes that both of us witnessed.’  

Amna admitted that she was firm at times. She said: ‘Some new teachers felt upset during our 

conversations. But the old staff were familiar with my working style and understood my 

targets’. 

 

I saw that Amna’s upgraded knowledge and professional skills and experiences, together with 

her positive communication and considerate relationships with her administrators and 

teachers, and her reassuring coaching of them that echoed Hallinger’s (2003) assertions, 

broadened Amna’s zone of discretion (Gronn 1999) in the kindergarten. Amna’s style of 

leadership, reinforced by her new knowledge, enabled her to continue her collaboratively 

devised plan with the administrators and teachers for improvement and development as they 

prepared for the KHDA’s first round of inspections. 

 

In our third conversation, Amna shared her stories of inspection and accreditation by the 

KHDA and the MoE as part of the education reform in 2007, when KHDA took over the 

supervision of all Dubai schools, public and private. Schools were not prepared for the 

inspections’ criteria. She said: 

 

Time was short and principals felt anxious. KHDA evaluated schools as 

‘Outstanding’, ‘Good’, ‘Acceptable’ and ‘Unsatisfactory’. In the first round 

of inspections, KHDA graded me as ‘Acceptable’. I agreed with them 

because I had just started in the kindergarten and needed more time to 

establish strong foundations for improvement’. In the second round of 

KHDA inspections, Amna received ‘Good with merit’. 

 

The story of the KHDA inspection showed that Amna welcomed constructive criticism and 

respected an intelligent critique that was based on an informed and evidence-based review 

from officials and consultants whom she trusted. She accepted their first evaluation as 

‘Acceptable’. Amna valued KHDA’s guidance and support, regarding them facilitators of 
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excellence, because she considered their second evaluation of ‘Good with Merit’ to almost 

equal ‘Outstanding’. 

 

Conflicting with the KHDA story was the MoE accreditation story, which Amna described as 

devastating to her and her staff. Like the KHDA, the MoE evaluation committee comprised 

nationals and foreign consultants; however, Amna began to doubt their professionalism: ‘A 

committee member, a kindergarten principal, asked to copy ‘P’ kindergarten’s documents for 

her personal use … the committee disregarded my customised daily timetables previously 

approved by the KHDA inspectors … they continued to demand an uncritical implementation 

of the KDC curriculum in our teaching and learning practices!’  

 

Amna described the communication process with foreign consultants from the KHDA as 

‘excellent, informative and constructive’. Amna thought that the KHDA committee had been 

thorough in their evaluation, but at the same time had encouraged autonomy, hence had 

empowered the leaders to initiate change, ‘KHDA trusted my self-evaluation knowledge and 

did not mind my changes as long as they supported the work in ‘P’. But, the MoE accreditation 

committee considered the changes I had made a cause for confusion’. I began to see her 

ability to critically self-evaluate her own and her teachers’ academic and personal practical 

knowledge. 

 

The MoE committee’s apparent under-valuing of Amna’s professional knowledge and skills, 

and their misjudgement of her style of leadership deeply saddened Amna as she expressed:  

 

They were inflexible, incompetent and unprofessional … I felt shattered 

when the committee doubted my leadership and professional skills as 

these are my strengths. I was so demotivated that I thought of retiring, but 

my husband disagreed with me … He reminded me of my teachers and 

students.  

 

Amna’s family believed in her ability to overcome this painful incident. Their trust and 

reassurance reminded Amna of her passion for continuous learning and changed her decision 

about retiring.  She continued working with her staff for the betterment of their students. 

 
     (Researcher journal, Transcript: May–June 2016) 
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D. The interplay of structure and agency on the professional identity of the 

principals 

Amna’s childhood stories showed that Amna’s independent upbringing and her responsibility 

towards her mother and her younger siblings have formed her into a confident leader. The 

importance of education in her family strengthened her self-image and motivated her to learn 

new skills and overcome the challenges that she faced to achieve success in school and at 

university. 

 

When she became a teacher, Amna’s persistence to increase her personal efficacy helped 

her to ‘voice’ her professional goals and future plans, as in her story of the first school ‘T’. She 

spoke of her desire for stability and gradual professional growth as she started teaching, but 

she had to live out stories of continuous interruptions resulting from unexpected changes while 

being transferred to various schools. These stories generated a disturbing multifaceted familial 

and institutional incoherence in Amna’s narrative, as seen in attending to her family 

responsibilities and to the MoE’s bureaucratic operations, which developed a fear of change 

and threatened her work-life balance. With the support of her family and her principals/staff, 

though, Amna overcame her fear of continuous school transfers, and improved greatly in her 

change management and adaptation skills.  

 

However, Amna later realised that her professional values and beliefs rooted in her familial 

context and personal ambitions converted this same turbulence into a motivating force that 

pushed her to adopt, and adapt to change. This change also equipped Amna with a strong 

sense of agency to overcome the challenges inherited from the socio-cultural and 

organisational structures, which was translated into Amna improvising some solutions and 

planning others, and engaging in PD and teacher leadership initiatives. In a story of 

collaboration, when Amna became the principal of ‘P’ kindergarten in January 2008, she 

realised that teaching English was a challenge for the teachers and the students: 

 

We lacked the knowledge, skills and experience of teaching English as a 

foreign language. So, I contacted a colleague in a private English-

speaking school to help us by organising some classroom visits for my 

teachers and students in her school, and evaluation of the children’s 

learning outcomes. She welcomed the idea. It was an excellent 

collaboration and I really felt grateful for her valuable support. 
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These activities built greater self-efficacy, enhanced Amna’s self-image and strengthened her 

agency, enabling her to moving forward with her imagined story of professional excellence 

and school leadership (Appendix 17). 

 

The stories of familial love, care and support Amna remembered gave her a sense of good 

fortune and pride in her family. Throughout our conversations, Amna expressed her 

gratefulness for her family’s continuous support and encouragement in her professional 

journey. She attributed to her parents, her first role models, her adherence to religious beliefs 

and moral values, trust and confidence in herself, criticality and courage in expressing her 

views. The stories of care and support she provided for students and colleagues as well as 

her motivation and commitment to the educational vision of the country demonstrated her 

respect for and strong connection to her religious beliefs and cultural values (Appendix 17). 

These stories significantly influenced her principles, worldview, and personal philosophy about 

professional work. 

 

I asked Amna whether kindergartens had positive and constructive collaborations, and she 

explained: ‘We have several WhatsApp groups, All UAE principals, Dubai principals and 

Kindergarten principals. We communicate and share experiences and good practices.’ I 

learned that these groups had been initiated by the MoE to encourage communication 

amongst similar and wider categories of schools with the aim of developing knowledge, 

practice and outcomes. However, Amna noticed this collaboration was ‘stained’ with 

aggressive competitiveness: 

 

Kindergartens started hiding their ideas from each other to be evaluated 

as ‘Highly Effective’. Unfortunately, I do the same in some of our work, but 

sometimes we really feel that the evaluation processes are not thorough 

or objective enough to be fair to all. 

 

Amna regarded Prophet Mohammed as a ‘true leader’, and admired Sheikh Mohammed Bin 

Rashid Al Maktoom in his inspiring style of leadership, ‘He is always visible in the field. I agree 

with his attention to details’. 

 

  (Researcher journal, Transcript: May–June 2016) 
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E. The interrelationship and interdependence between professional identities 

and career progress 

Amna believed in her personal practical knowledge and leadership skills, and composed a 

new narrative of change management. The relation between Amna’s professional identity and 

her advancement is evident in her stories of competence in change management, the passion 

for updating her professional knowledge and skills, her commitment to improving the students’ 

outcomes and in practising her autonomy and applying her personal philosophy in teaching to 

change the KDC-prescribed curriculum and classroom settings. These features of her 

professional identity helped her to progress confidently in her teaching and leadership roles.  

 

Although she struggled to strike a balance between her complex work and family 

responsibilities, Amna aspired to enter a new challenge in leading in an EY setting. 

Overwhelmed by the nature of the new knowledge and performance accountability in her new 

role, due to the complexities and uncertainties related to accountability to MoE and KHDA and 

the KDC, she started learning immediately and admired her assistants for their support in this 

multifaceted phase of change management. 

 

Amna was a firm believer in a follower-centred style of leadership referring to her own valuable 

educative experiences under the leadership of the principals she regarded as role models. 

Thus, in her stories of leadership, she sought to win the acceptance of her teachers and 

administrators, working hard to relieve the pressures and challenges of the change. 

 

The demographics of ‘P’ kindergarten meant that it included few children who had non-national 

and/or non-Arab mothers. Amna had a strong sense of responsibility towards the social unity 

in the UAE community and the country in general. To support social inclusion and Arabic 

language acquisition for these children, she enhanced the kindergarten building, the 

curriculum and the teaching and learning with visual displays, daily routines and educational 

activities (Appendix 10). She emphasised the parent-teacher partnerships and parents’ 

involvement in their children’s learning. She commented, ‘We regularly involve parents in the 

kindergarten’s activities … This won the kindergarten “Excellent” in the evaluations of both the 

KHDA and the MoE’.  

 

However, Amna sounded frustrated as she told me about the annual shortage of teachers in 

some classes, ‘Parents complained, but we cannot hire teachers!’ Fortunately, the community 

represented by the police, health and social work organisations supported ‘P’ kindergarten in 

many ways. Amna said, ‘They provided professional workshops, offered educational or 

building resources, and organised regular awareness campaigns’. 
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Amna admitted that the kindergarten’s limited financial resources and an old, outdated building 

posed a challenge in the provision of an infrastructure and educational resources friendly to 

EY teaching and learning. She said, ‘Sponsors were not ready to donate big amounts of 

money to ‘P’ kindergarten because it was a very old building, likely to be demolished at any 

time’. Therefore, she looked for financial support by winning educational achievements, 

competitions for educational awards and initiatives and national/international events. I sensed 

how deeply Amna was disheartened as she shared a story of organisational micropolitics that 

impacted negatively her efforts, ‘When we entered the “Scientific Research and Innovation 

Project” and got qualified to win, the selection committee rejected us because ‘P’ was too old 

to be visited by celebrities’. 

 

Unlike the MoE accreditation committee, Amna considered that KHDA’s inspection team was 

competent, appreciated her leadership and management skills, and recognised her 

professional assessment and personal views/philosophy in teaching and learning. She saw 

this as respect for the experiential knowledge of principals and teachers, while providing space 

and opportunities for them to practise informed professional judgments, based on trust, 

professionalism and intelligent accountability. 

 

The MoE accreditation’s incident, a sad and painful experience of what Amna perceived as 

an unjust evaluation, created a disturbing multifaceted incoherence in her narrative, damaged 

her self-belief and challenged her educational values. Amna’s family had always recognised 

her efforts and were proud of her achievements — a valuable support, according to McIntyre 

(1999) and Green (2009), reawakened and reinforced her strong sense of agency towards her 

profession, and motivated her to imagine a new story of leadership in which she could become 

a cluster manager. 

 

Amna thought that the Arab world faces challenges because of the lack of time management 

and moral awareness of responsibilities in their societies, despite their respect and 

commitment to religion in general, affirming Halstead (2007) and Barhoma’s (2014) views. 

She believed that true motivators for leaders were their intrinsic values. I saw the spiritual and 

moral influence in Amna’s articulation of her reasons for success, ‘Allah has helped me 

throughout my life. Serving people is important and for that we need honesty and sincerity to 

guide our intentions and actions’. Amna did not forget the principals she worked with, saying, 

‘I learned from everyone. I tried to apply the positive aspects from the true mentors and, as 

for the others, I reflected on my work experiences and tried to avoid what they did wrong’. 
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Amna admitted that the rapid changes in educational targets, the new inspection framework 

and the intense PD provided opportunities for skills development, but also imposed increased 

pressure on practitioners. Amna considered that these big challenges for career progression 

in public schools were key factors in resignations and retirements of many school principals 

and teachers. 

 

       (Transcript, June, October 2016: March 2017) 

 

 

F. Interim summary: The way forward 
In 2017, Amna was nominated for the cluster manager position. She seemed ready to 

progress and convinced her family, ‘My husband did not want to stop me from progressing in 

my career’. Amna selected her vice principal to be her successor to ensure a smooth 

functioning of the kindergarten. 

 

As Amna’s life stories unfolded, I could see continuous and interesting shifts that caused 

several interruptions in the coherence of her narratives. For Amna, defending her beliefs, 

values and commitment to her personal and professional duties helped her to find a route to 

achievement. The change management and adaptation plotline helped Amna to continue to 

look for alternatives in personal and professional views, in methods of working and ways of 

interaction, in styles of leadership and management. This plotline became a strong scaffold 

for building her career amidst painful incidents and happy turning points. Amna concluded with 

the importance of ‘love’, an emotion that was emphasised in most of her stories, as she said, 

‘Leading with love is key for efficient and enthusiastic work. If employees accept your 

leadership, they will do whatever you ask them to do’. 

 

In my last visit to Amna, I asked her if she had managed to identify possible surprises in her 

next quest; she replied with a promising smile, ‘I think I understand the role better now that I 

have worked as an assistant for my cluster manager this year. I am ready for something bigger 

than the kindergarten, in sha Allah’. 

       

(Researcher journal: March 2017) 
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4.2.3 Noorah: the committed constant learner 
Noorah was the principal of ‘S’ kindergarten, a relatively new building in a lively modern and 

well-designed neighbourhood on the outskirts of Abu Dhabi city (Appendix 11). As I mentioned 

in Chapter Three, I randomly selected Noorah’s kindergarten. There are six Kindergarten 

Ones and six Kindergarten Twos with a total of 288 students. The kindergarten’s team includes 

eight administrators, 21 teachers, five assistant teachers and eight support staff. 

 

      (Field notes: September, 2016, March 2017). 

 

A. The formation of leadership character 

Noorah was born in 1968, the fourth in a family of nine: six girls and three boys. However, two 

years before Noorah’s birth, the second of her elder sisters died, leaving her parents 

devastated. She remarked ‘Maybe my birth gave joy to my parents’ hearts’. Noorah was also 

deeply embedded in strong family relationships, especially with her parents. She spoke of her 

father with great respect, ‘My father was illiterate, as he only learned the basics of reading, 

writing and calculation at the Kuttab, but he was a wise and knowledgeable person. He had a 

wealth of life experiences’. I also sensed the admiration in Noorah’s voice as she explained 

her mother’s determination to learn reading and writing, ‘My mother was also illiterate, so she 

taught herself while she learned the Qur’an at the Kuttab’. Noorah told me that her mother 

believed she needed to learn reading and writing to follow her children’s education. 

 

Noorah’s parents encouraged their children to learn and become well-educated. Abu Dhabi, 

the capital of the UAE, was perceived in a Bedouin context as very conservative. Noorah lived 

in a closely connected community that was founded on great respect and value for family, 

kinship, and neighbours. Most of the community elders believed that education was a 

communal goal for the prosperity of their families as well as their country. 

 

Noorah went to ‘C’ primary school, which was expanded later to include intermediate and 

secondary classes. Noorah spoke about her principal with great respect and admiration: 

 

I considered Mrs ‘A’ a mother to me, and I still do. All the students loved 

Mrs ‘A’ and considered her a great principal and wonderful educator. Mrs 

‘A’ was a very firm, fair and determined principal who refused favouritism, 

complacency and a laidback attitude, whether from staff or students. 

 

However, Noorah’s schooling experiences did not reflect her future passion for learning. Like 

Huda and Amna, she felt that teaching methods were tedious and repetitive. She said: 
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I was an average student, but I loved extracurricular activities. Our P.E. 

teacher was very firm but trained us very well. She used to promise us 

that the best players would lead the teams and the school events. She 

motivated us by promising leadership. I wanted to become a leader, so I 

practised enthusiastically. 

 

Noorah composed her story of school as one in which extracurricular activities became the 

subjects that connected her to learning. Her admiration of her principal and the 

encouragement of her P.E. teacher nurtured leadership in Noorah’s personality, to become a 

future story of her professional career.  

 

Next, Noorah improvised a forward-looking story of becoming a well-educated citizen to serve 

her country. She felt grateful to her parents for permitting her to continue her education. At the 

same time she disregarded the irrational views of very conservative families in Abu Dhabi who 

restricted women’s education and objected to their daughters living outside their families’ 

homes in university residences. I imagined the difficult cultural and emotional struggles that 

Noorah had to encounter to stand firm by her decision. Noorah expressed her gratefulness to 

her parents and their support: 

 

Although my parents were both illiterate, they agreed for me to continue 

my studies and disregarded my brother’s and fiancée’s opinions. I was 

very excited and motivated to continue my higher education because the 

whole country was encouraging youth to complete their education. The 

media would announce these encouragements. Even Sheikh Zayed, may 

Allah bless him, encouraged and empowered women to study and work. 

 

Noorah felt proud to be the first girl in her tribe to go to university. She showed that she was 

strong-willed, and challenged her brother and fiancé’s disapproval of going to Al-Ain 

University.  

 

(Researcher journal, Transcript: September, 2016) 
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B. Accession 

Noorah was proud to be one of the first graduates of the new specialisation of agricultural 

sciences at the UAE University, and she imagined herself working in the same field. Hence, 

the future story of becoming a teacher was not what she had planned. She was shocked 

to see how difficult it was to convince her parents, whom she loved and respected greatly, 

to let her proceed with her employment dream. She explained, ‘In those days, people 

shamed females for working in mixed environments. I, then, decided to try to apply to the 

hospital as a clinical nutritionist. But this choice, too, was unacceptable to my parents!’ 

Noorah believed her parents’ views stemmed from negative influences of some 

questionable traditions in society. 

 

Noorah’s commitment to caring for her sick father, coupled with her desire to continue learning 

and developing herself, allowed her to overcome her dismay at being unemployed. However, 

again, her love of work and persistence pushed her to persuade her parents to re-think their 

position, especially after she agreed to accept what they believed was the appropriate choice 

of work for her: a school teacher. 

 

Noorah was happy to have been offered a teaching position in ‘C’ school under the leadership 

of Mrs ‘A’. She said, ‘Mrs ‘A’ celebrated the joining of her students as teachers in her school 

… they were already familiar with the school culture, norms and rules’. Noorah’s delight in 

working under the leadership of one of her role models increased her motivation for learning 

from all the practitioners and experts around her, inside and outside the school landscape. 

She exchanged experiences and made educational resources with her colleagues to improve 

students’ learning: her core purpose. Noorah explained, ‘I worked with my students and 

colleagues on creating new educational resources, delegating responsibilities to students as 

partners in the learning process’.  Noorah admired how teachers and students ‘contributed 

valuable time, effort and money to the teaching and learning … especially that school budgets 

were very small and limited’. 

 

Noorah’s stories of professional progress and leadership skills continued as the MoE gave her 

the responsibility of writing the board exam for biology. This motivated Noorah, awakening her 

sense of personal efficacy. However, she was challenged by her care responsibilities towards 

her father. Noorah shared the story of taking care of her father, and recalled going to the 

emergency room at the hospital almost every day: 
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Father refused to be taken care of by anyone else than me … I suffered 

from sleep deprivation and fatigue, and this made me worried about the 

quality of my teaching and my students’ right of proper learning’.  

 

So, Noorah improvised a story of becoming a vice principal, only to discover that administrative 

responsibilities were no less demanding than teaching responsibilities. 

 

Noorah thought she was fortunate to have profited greatly from the encouragement, motivation 

and support for learning and PD that were embedded in the culture of ‘C’ school, and provided 

by the ADEC officials and consultants. Noorah nominated herself for principalship, and her 

excellent performance evaluation paved the way for this promotion. However, while Noorah 

was happy to be promoted to principalship, she had to face the sad situation of turning down 

a succession offer by Mrs ‘A’, ‘I felt very sad when I apologised to Mrs ‘A’, but I told her I did 

not want to lose the opportunity I had been given’. 

 

To conclude, Noorah had a deep sense of respect, care and responsibility towards her 

parents, especially her father. She settled for a profession that her parents approved of, took 

care of her father during his illness, and refused to get married and leave her parents alone. 

Thus, Noorah composed new stories of employment and leadership by adhering to ethical 

and moral obligations towards her parents, inspired by her religious beliefs and cultural values, 

giving her peace of mind. 

 

     (Researcher journal, Transcript: September, 2016) 

 

C. Creating a principalship 

Noorah started her incumbency enthusiastically, and her first shock was attending to the 

teaching and learning of a challenging student body of young boys with behavioural issues 

and students with special educational needs (SEN). Noorah admitted to lacking professional 

knowledge and experience in dealing with these two new situations in her professional career. 

she said, ‘For the first time I faced difficult challenges such as the behaviour of the boys, 

especially … I felt that my promotion was rather a punishment’. Upon realising her 

inadequacies, Noorah re-thought her plans of leading ‘H’ school, but the head of human 

resources believed Noorah would be able to overcome the challenge with her leadership skills.  

 

Noorah was not satisfied with the reassurance and support of the ADEC officials, and she 

decided tenaciously to take responsibility for her and her staff’s professional knowledge and 

development in all aspects of special education. She explained: 
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I studied about Special Educational Needs (SEN) with the help of my SEN 

teachers. I made regular classroom visits, and also requested the ADEC 

advisors to attend their sessions with the boys, to observe and learn … 

You know, I don’t feel embarrassed or shy of learning and asking for help, 

and I don’t like to pretend that I know everything. We have to continue 

learning for as long as we live. 

 

In so doing, Noorah demonstrated both humbleness and resilience. Noorah reconnected after 

the interruption to her coherent career story, when the boys continued progressing in their 

studies and, as young men, often approached her and greeted her fondly in public places.  

 

Noorah’s sincere commitment to filling the void in her professional knowledge and develop 

her experience led to a greater sense of achievement and recognition from the ADEC, 

especially when ‘H’ school was selected for the ADEC-Finnish partnership project. She said ‘I 

remembered my hard work to overcome the challenges and improve the school, but at the 

same time I felt happy and proud for this selection and Sheikh Mohammed’s visit. He thanked 

me for my efforts and hard work, and promised to transfer me to any school I wanted to lead’. 

 

Despite the ADEC’s disapproval, Noorah insisted on leading a kindergarten. Like Amna, 

Noorah wanted to explore a new school landscape. She said ‘When I led ‘H’ primary school, I 

realised there were many weaknesses in children’s cognitive skills and development … and I 

know that the early years are the foundation years in children’s learning’. Another personal 

dimension that matched Noorah’s affectionate and caring character, and that was the driving 

force for her choice of kindergarten leadership, was her desire to enjoy loving and caring for 

children. She said ‘I didn’t have children, so I wished to work with them and help raise them’. 

 

Noorah was fascinated by the Finnish approach for EY and primary education; she walked the 

extra mile of observing and communicating with the Finnish team, even after leaving ‘H’ 

school, and travelled with a group of MEd teachers to Finland for observations and learning. 

Noorah continued her quest for knowledge, and her greatest challenge was to attend to the 

SEN children and their families, whom she cared greatly about, as she said:  

 

SEN children need a lot of support, care and attention, from home and 

school. ‘‘S’ kindergarten has the biggest percentage of SEN children in 

Abu Dhabi, because officials know our readiness and willingness to help 

and support them. 
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Noorah started to compose new stories of relationship building and collaboration with her 

teachers based on love, care, respect and trust, she said, ‘We began to raise awareness about 

several issues pertaining to early childhood care and education among the parents and the 

extended community’. With the help of ADEC’s SEN specialists, Noorah and her teachers 

explored and tried various informed ways to detect issues early and help children overcome 

their learning and behavioural challenges. 

 

Noorah refused further promotions to join ADEC in an administrative role, ‘I preferred to 

continue working in the field’. Conforming with Ribbins and Rayner’s (1998) potential routes 

of advancement, she had planned a career strategy that embraced her progress in the 

kindergarten as her route for advancement. 

 

    (Researcher journal, Transcript: September, March 2016) 
 

D. The interplay of structure and agency on the professional identity of the 

principals 

Noorah lived out a communal story of family relations and responsibilities, and had early 

leadership experiences that constructed her self-concept and identity. Attributes such as 

compassionate love, care and support for her family, community and country shaped her 

beliefs about education and learning, personal and professional development and 

accountability. These experiences helped Noorah to overcome the paradoxes present in the 

contextual structures of valuing and respecting family kinship and social values while still 

relentlessly pursuing her learning journey in a university and career initiation. Noorah 

challenged the impediments for personal and academic growth through intellectual ability and 

a careful, strong dedication to what she believed in and what she imagined herself achieving. 

 

Noorah did not think that being a leader and manager had challenged her educational values 

because she always remembered herself as a teacher and a student, ‘I put myself in their 

shoes’. Noorah spoke of her concern for the rights of her students and how she always trained 

her teachers to do what was best for the students, ‘I spend most of my time in the classrooms. 

I keep calling my staff to check on children or tasks who need attention on the days I am busy 

out of the kindergarten’. 

 

While Noorah appreciated ADEC’s support that allowed her to improve her professional 

knowledge, she also valued the educative experiences in middle and senior school leadership, 

which developed and enriched her personal practical knowledge (Appendix 15). Noorah 
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continued to compose a narrative in which she kept building her self-efficacy by taking strong 

ownership of her ongoing learning, PD and leadership skills. The more Noorah benefited from 

her experiences, the more she wanted to learn and facilitate learning for all the members of 

her school community. 

 

As a teacher and a leader, Noorah looked up to her parents, school principal and country 

leaders as role models who inspired her to improvise a story of public service. She shared 

stories of multi-agency collaboration with the larger community; ‘S’ kindergarten regularly 

served as a venue for meetings, community events and campaigns for raising awareness. 

Noorah also felt proud that ‘S’ kindergarten trained the highest number of pre-service 

university interns. She said, ‘I encouraged my teachers in creating educative experiences for 

the undergraduates while they mentored them during their pre-service training’. Noorah 

mentioned that all these programmes included ‘all the kindergarten team, children and 

parents: ‘People who attend feel that we have a positive and motivating environment’.  

 

Noorah spoke of the various official and non-official professional networks formed by officials 

and school principals to help share knowledge and experiences. The official groups were led 

by a participating principal, supervised by the cluster managers, and included an official who 

served as a liaison between the principals and ADEC. I also learned that principals had 

informal WhatsApp groups, which functioned in the following way: 

 

Principals exchange information and experiences and plan for visits 

amongst their schools. They also document this information. We try to 

implement good practices that we share (Appendix 15). 

 

Noorah felt frustrated by the carelessness she noticed in some UAE national parents to their 

age and social situation, ‘Most of the kindergarten’s parents are young mothers, and they are 

working and studying in the evenings. They don’t have the right sense of responsibility. It is 

not worth working and studying at the time, if it is at the expense of their children’. Noorah 

appreciated that non-Arab mothers in her kindergarten cared about their children’s learning 

and preserving their national identity. Their reason for coming to PKs was that ‘their child could 

learn the Arabic language, Arab traditions, culture and values’. 

 

Noorah was also concerned that staff retention was one of the biggest challenges, as teachers 

were being transferred on a yearly basis. She said, ‘it poses a challenge for the management’. 

Noorah spoke of the difficulties of finding a cover teacher, considering that public school 

principals do not have the authority to hire employees. Noorah added: 
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We can only interview teachers to replace temporarily, the ones who are 

on leave, and pay them daily. Then, we can recommend good 

replacements to ADEC’s Human Resources. 

 

    (Researcher journal, Transcript: September, March 2016) 

 

E. The interrelationship and interdependence between professional identities 

and career progress 

Noorah lived out a fruitful initial story of career progress as she worked in the same school 

where she had studied throughout her school years under the leadership of the same principal, 

Mrs ‘A’. Noorah believed that her personal philosophy, her personal practical knowledge and 

her passion for continuous PD found their roots in her teaching and early leadership 

experiences at ‘C’ school. She was grateful to all her mentors, leaders and teachers there; 

she considered that its culture was founded on, and guided by, well-disciplined, well-

organised, responsible and fair leadership strategies that allowed for the nurturing of positive 

mindsets towards the improvement of teaching and learning practices and the advancement 

of professional knowledge and leadership skills. 

 

Although excited about her first experience of leadership of ‘H’ school, she worried about her 

lack of knowledge and skills in managing challenging behavioural issues of young pre-

adolescent boys and SEN students. Noorah saw these as impediments to her productivity that 

could impact negatively on the students’ learning outcomes; hence she appreciated the 

professional support provided by ADEC and its officials and consultants to solve the emerging 

issues. 

 

Noorah was aware of the complexities and uncertainties that foreshadowed the increasing 

internalisation/globalisation in the country, leading to the initiation of an intensive and holistic 

education reform. These included several ongoing performance evaluations as well as the 

assessments of teaching and learning outcomes, nationally and internationally. She 

commended ADEC for starting new educational projects such as public-private partnerships, 

model schools, and ‘Tamkeen’7. However, Noorah believed that these initiatives must be given 

sufficient time: ‘Every new manager comes with a different way of executing the project within 

                                                
7	Tamkeen: A programme that aims at supporting ‘the development of qualified and skilled school leaders and teachers’ in ADEC government schools ‘to 
enhance the quality of educational outcomes achieved by students’. Available from www.ADEC.com	
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a short time. Sometimes these projects don’t see completion’. Noorah believed in building on 

previous accomplishments’. 

 

I learned that most PD programmes were generic and did not correspond to the needs of the 

practitioners. Noorah highly valued school self-evaluations and learning from local, national 

and international experiences. However, this was only part of a practitioner’s development. 

she said, reflecting her own learning and development, ‘Every teacher must take responsibility 

for her own personal and PD. She knows herself and her abilities better than others’. 

 

I asked Noorah about the reasons for the increasing numbers of resignations and early 

retirements among principals. She admitted that, as principals, they faced many challenges, 

but she did not consider them as reasons for leaving the field. Noorah explained her views 

strongly: 

 

There are challenges in every profession, but I don’t accept that we let 

these challenges become hindrances in our way. It is necessary to follow 

up on issues and try every possible solution, but some principals do not 

want to try more than once. 

 

Noorah’s autonomy and her sense of agency towards mastering her leading role as well as 

her commitment to progress and accountability motivated her to take strong ownership of her 

learning and of her teachers’ leadership practices. This echoed what Hallinger (2003:339) 

calls ‘the principal effects’ toward personal and staff development, demonstrating many 

dimensions of transformational leadership mentioned by Leithwood (1994) such as fostering 

group goals, expecting high-performance from all and providing support to everyone. To 

develop her professional competence, she composed a new story of advancement in 

professional knowledge and skills. She dedicated time and effort in attending courses inside 

and outside of ‘H’ school, engaging in collaborative discourses with the school’s social 

workers, and attending classroom observations with teachers and consultants. 

 

While the appreciation Noorah gained from Sheikh Mohamed Bin Zayed Al Nahyan and ADEC 

confirmed her self-efficacy and boosted her self-esteem, it also increased her curiosity and 

desire to follow contemporary professional knowledge and field experiences all the way to 

Finland. The discovery of new learning methods triggered a strong urge in Noorah for a new 

leadership adventure in the EY landscape.  
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Noorah explained that the reason for her forward-looking story of successful accomplishment 

in her new quest of leadership in EY was twofold. First, Noorah was single, and she admitted 

that loving young children and caring for them became a need at this stage. Second, leading 

a new professional landscape was nurtured by her passion for learning and her commitment 

to public service. At this point, she felt ready to deal with the uncertainties and complexities of 

the changing institutional and contextual narratives of school evaluations and PD design and 

planning.  

 

   (Researcher journal, Transcript: September, October, March 2016) 

 

F. Interim summary: a family culture of love, care and support to serve 
the community 

Noorah’s love and care for her family significantly influenced her professional career. Coupled 

with her constant learning and professional experiences, her strong belief in love, care and 

support helped her continue to bridge interruptions and re-build a narrative coherence by 

striving to become a caring, loving, educated and well-informed leader. 

 

Noorah concluded in earnest, ‘We need to believe in love, care and mutual respect for the 

place, the work and the children, and to model these values in our daily lives, and instil them 

in our children, just like a family would’. 

 

       (Transcript, October, March 2016)  
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4.3 Summary 
While the socio-cultural, familial and institutional contexts seemed to be hindrances to 

ambition and progress in the principals’ career paths, each transformed them into a motivating 

force, what Dweck and Leggett (1988) call ‘the goals approach to motivation’, and constructive 

support that helped them overcome future interruptions in the coherence of their professional 

stories. The support their families provided enabled them to live out their forward-looking 

stories of becoming leaders. 

 

The three principals strove to overcome or make the best of their limitations and the 

constraints imposed on them by the dominant conservative familial and contextual narratives. 

They told stories of implicit learning and tacit knowledge, self-evaluations, continuous PD and 

ambitions for intelligent autonomy, evidence-based assessments as described by Schon 

(1983), Pope and Denicolo (1993), Lingard (2010), and successful leadership as found in 

Stevenson (2006) and Coleman and Stephens-Campbell (2010). The principals had imagined 

future stories of their respective principalship in which they could be competent, autonomous 

leaders who worked persistently with their teachers, parents and the extended community to 

improve the standards of teaching and the students’ learning outcomes. 

 

As suggested in Czarniawska’s (1997) discussion of organisational tensions and paradoxes, 

the dominant institutional and socio-cultural narratives in many situations contradicted the 

principals’ beliefs and values, and created dilemmas, confusion and anxieties in their personal 

lives. However, they continued to compose new stories that demonstrated independence, 

perseverance and hard work, self-confidence, responsibility, punctuality, competence, ethics 

of care and support, confirming the views of Green (2009), Schunk and Pajares (2007), Plaut 

and Markus (2007) and Deci and Moller (2007). 

 

I conclude that the childhood, education and employment stories of these principals, 

embedded in developing political, socio-cultural and institutional/organisational narratives that 

presented education as a key tool for future prosperity, created in them a strong sense of self-

perception. This was portrayed as ambitious and successful self-images motivated by an 

irrepressible sense of agency towards contemporary ongoing education and a distinguished 

professional career (Gronn 1999; Czarniawska 1997; Stevenson 2006). 

 
Echoing the studies of Stevenson (2006), Barnett (2008) and Elliot and Dweck (2007), the 

three principals’ religious beliefs, traditional values and worldviews defined their desired 

selves and helped them overcome the pressures and tensions of their surrounding context. In 

their career journeys, they easily conquered some challenges and struggled to overcome 
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others. These adventures built a sense of personal efficacy and success-driven motivation in 

their characters and attitudes, preparing them to advance in their paths as discussed by 

Coleman and Stephens-Campbell (2010) and Elliot and Dweck (2007). The principals 

acknowledged the challenges school leaders continue to face amidst increasing pressures 

and tensions on their schools’ professional landscapes, as reported by Stevenson (2006) and 

Lingard (2010). Nevertheless, they were also frustrated because many principals were filing 

resignations and retirement forms. The principals expressed their anxieties about the 

expected shortage of national practitioners in education, perceiving them as serious 

consequences of the abovementioned pressures and tensions explained earlier by Stevenson 

(2006). Huda, Amna and Noorah did not agree with many of their colleagues’ reasons for 

choosing to leave the field. They thought that the ethical and moral commitment, emphasised 

by Green (2009), to serve the public and the country, the personal ownership of one’s own 

career progress and the passion for educational advancement and future prosperity, 

highlighted by Hoyle and John (1995), required effort and resilience in resisting the 

disappointments and surmounting the barriers to achievements and progress (Cunningham 

2008). Huda, Amna and Noorah chose to continue treading the path of advancement, starting 

from their own self-perceptions and continuing to becoming the leaders they wanted to be, 

attitudes that resonated with the research findings of Gronn (1999), and Coleman and 

Stephens-Campbell’s (2010). 
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Chapter Five 

Understanding Career Progress Narratively 
 

5.1 Overview 
In Chapter Four, I offered my understanding of the three kindergarten principals’ career 

progress recounted in contextually situated personal and social interactions through an 

experiential continuum within the dominant familial, socio-cultural, and institutional narratives. 

Looking across the principals’ narrative accounts, I identified six key resonant threads in 

relation to the multi-layered stages of their career trajectories, based on Gronn’s (1999) 

chronological categorisation of the stages in career progress. 

 

Based on the two key criteria of experience — these being continuity and interaction (Dewey 

1938), I saw the relational nature of the principals’ experiences in their social contexts. In 

agreement with Dilthey (1962), I saw how, throughout the years, they built on past experiences 

and continued to gain new ones. 

 

Throughout the analysis, I followed the changes that Geertz (1994) argues went into 

transforming the principals’ perceptions, experiences and their worlds, by listening to their 

stories, observing their attitudes, artefacts of the work done in their kindergartens, and their 

reception of awards. 

 

Reflecting on their storied lives, I saw how, as Bateson (1994) explains, imagination and 

improvisation ignited and enriched the principals’ learning journeys, as they understood what 

had changed and how it had changed. I contemplated what had helped them to judge the 

quality of their experiences: what they considered “educative” that helped then move forward 

(Dewey 1938), and what they perceived as mis-educative. Affirming the views of Coles (1989) 

and Polkinghorne (1988) about the significance of narratives in understanding people’s intent, 

purposes, and actions, I saw how the principals’ narratives unfolded their personal life stories 

and helped us to understand their career development. Further, the stories of these principals 

included the institutional/organisational narratives discussed by Czarniawska (1997), that 

exposed the challenges these three principals had to face: external political, economic, and 

socio-cultural pressures, internal organisational tensions, paradoxes, and interruptions of their 

coherent narratives. 

 

Based on the above exploration, I found six sets of evidences in interpreting career progress 

narratively that helped me explore and understand my research puzzle. Now, while reflecting 
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upon the key notions in my conceptual and theoretical frameworks, I provide a narrative 

description of these evidences that have helped me understand the formation of the principals’ 

leadership characteristics, their working styles and the stages of their career progress. 

 

5.2 Evidences 
5.2.1 Evidence 1: composing a leadership character through careful and critical 

embracing of values and perceptions with attention to religion, family, society, 
and culture 

This evidence indicates that, in the cases of the three kindergarten principals, the preparatory 

socialisation processes pertaining to the socialisation agency and reference groups, as well 

as their experiences from childhood to adulthood, helped in constructing a tightly coupled 

culture of religious and cultural values for the principals in their stories to live by as explained 

by Gronn (1999) and Stevenson (2006). 

 

Throughout our conversations, I sensed that Huda, Amna, Noorah, and their families felt proud 

of, and valued, their religion (Islam) and their Bedouin/tribal culture. Constantly in their speech, 

as well as in their families’ stories, prosperity, luck, and happiness were perceived as God’s 

blessings. Traditions were valued as a central source of integrity, self-worth, and identity-

making. For Huda, Amna, Noorah and their families, all intentions, thoughts, actions, and 

beliefs needed to be examined against those two references, confirming the impact Ritzer 

(1975) emphasises of social structures and systems and, as Dimmock and Walker (2005) 

explain, the culture embedded within. Unlike their parents, and based on their daily life 

experiences and rational practice, Huda and Noorah employed their practical reasoning as 

MacIntyre (2009:159) argues, to choose from the teachings of Islam traditions what served 

the human good they wanted to achieve in the present time and context. All three were very 

articulate about their contemporary worldview of women’s education and work. The principals 

located themselves in relation to the dominant narratives of the above-mentioned contexts, 

while respecting their beliefs did not stop them from critiquing, resisting, and/or disregarding 

their parents’ or communities’ socio-cultural approaches that countered their ambitions. These 

virtues, embedded in their dispositions/outlooks, increased their knowledge about themselves 

and their future goals and, as MacIntyre (2007) and Clandinin and Connelly (2000) suggest, 

made them resilient in attending to the competing/conflicting plotlines of their learning and 

employment. It guided them throughout their quests which were relevant to their future 

achievements (MacIntyre 2009) and awakened them to their conceptions of their selves, 

becoming conscious of the contrast between social agencies’ expectations and their own 

ambitions. Their rejection – whether in choosing their specialisations in higher education or 
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their profession — was expressed in the findings (Chapter Four): responses and actions in 

their childhood, school, and work stories. These findings corroborated: 

 

• The reciprocal influence explained earlier by the SCCT of career advancement (Lent 

2005) between individuals and their environment. 

• Gottfredson’s (1981) theory of circumscription and compromise, in accepting the 

socio-cultural restrictions sometimes, and in disregarding them at other times while 

making learning and career choices. 

• The value and role of the principals’ self-beliefs and perceived self-efficacies that 

influenced their level of decisiveness in making career choices (Bandura1986). 

 

Reflecting the significance of life experiences in Dewey (1938), Dilthey (1962) and Green’s 

(2009) studies, Huda, Amna, and Noorah’s leadership experiences from childhood to 

university days developed a sense of their identity that helped them build their personal and 

professional identities as a shifting continuum of selfhood and identity making: constantly 

shifting of their true sense of selves to be, to change into their desired sense of selves 

(Green1999). Their families instilled in them virtues of respect for elders and leaders, care and 

consideration for young ones and individuals in need, and self-discipline as an enduring way 

of living by, and living up to, their high values. In line with Gronn’s assertions, these morals 

and virtues shaped their outlooks, and planted seeds of awareness and respect for the 

perceptions of others as discussed by Dimmock and Walker (2005), as well as maximising 

their attitudes about distributed leadership (Hallinger 2003) and investing in their instructional 

leadership skills to advance their working styles. 

 

Reflecting the high status given to role models and mentors in societies, and their influence in 

forming leadership personas (Gronn 1999; Dimmock and Walker 2005), all three principals 

were deeply and continuously inspired by the charisma of specific family members, teachers, 

friends, principals, institutional leaders, community leaders, and country leaders. These role 

models inspired them to improvise and imagine multiple forward-looking stories in their 

personal and professional lives in relation to their values, knowledge advancement, and PD 

and career progress. 
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5.2.2 Evidence 2: Embracing a culturally responsive/relevant leadership style 

by rejecting unconstructive pedagogical beliefs and practices and 

revitalising a prescribed curriculum 

In their stories of the schools where our principals studied (Chapter Four), they 

described their learning as mostly being lifeless, memorisation-oriented, grades-

focused and teacher-led lecturing processes in school/class environments that lacked 

resources and delivered a strictly prescribed formal curriculum. Contrary to the 

continuously announced political/organisational emphasis on lifelong learning and 

competence in the educational institutions, the dominant teaching and learning styles 

created a social pedagogy that limited the construction of knowledge and prevented 

child-focused active learning environments (Male and Palaiologou 2012). In agreement 

with Dewey (1938), these non-educative and/or mis-educative styles of teaching and 

learning challenged the development of the principals’ problem solving, inquiry and 

critical thinking skills through active and independent learning. Additionally, based on 

Sergiovanni’s (1998) argument, a heavily teacher-led teaching process that discourages the 

child from becoming an active learner and an independent inquirer does not help in building 

of their intellectual capital. 

 

Moreover, the above-mentioned prolonged social pedagogy influenced the perceptions 

of families (and educational institutions) about educational attainment. It made Huda’s 

mother, for example, see educational attainment restricted to achieving high grades in 

academic subjects only, preventing her from participating in her favourite extracurricular 

activities, which strained their relationship with ‘harsh parenting’ attitudes. Huda, then, 

improvised an identity of her own: one that ‘rides’ rebellious behaviour to voice her views. 

Later, Huda’s self-awareness of many of the non-educative and mis-educative 

experiences in her childhood made her conscious of Ahmed’s – the KG2 student in ‘Z’ 

kindergarten – suffering from emotional and educational neglect. This awareness 

motivated her to educate his family about his needs and support him during the court 

sessions (Chapter Four), demonstrating features of culturally responsive leadership 

(Khalifa et al. 2016).In contrast, validating Gronn’s (1999) and Coleman and Campbell-

Stephens’ (2010) views on the influence of socialisation agencies on the career choices 

of individuals, Amna and Noorah’s parents fostered the development of independent 

personalities in their children by giving them responsibilities and respecting their hobbies 

and passions. However, when deciding career choices, Amna’s parents continued their 

support as they gave Amna the freedom to choose her specialisation and profession, 

while the influence of the socio-cultural landscape discouraged Noorah’s parents from 
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doing the same. A commonality, though, between all three families was their genuine 

desire for their children to continue learning. 

 

The perceptions of Huda’s mother on upbringing and education were shaped by the 

dominant social narrative of limiting high grades as a prime reason for excellence. Also, 

her excessively authoritative personality undervalued the importance of play and 

extracurricular activities in children’s’ ongoing learning and growth. This implies the 

existence of a frustrating reality by means of conflicting directions in pedagogy in the 

UAE schools and higher education institutions, demanding high grades and high proficiency 

in English to enter universities and colleges in spite of the inconsistencies in principal/teacher 

qualifications and competencies, schools’ curricula levels/quality and delivery (teaching and 

learning processes) and student outcomes. These conflicting directions lead to academic 

and professional incompetence, and breed marginalisation of an unignorable percentage of 

the indigenous students: future national employees. I observed the above-mentioned 

conflicting views on pedagogy in my private pre-school as well. Despite our efforts in 

highlighting the importance of all the developmental objectives embedded in the areas of 

early years learning and care for their children, many parents keep prioritising the learning of 

the alphabet and numbers and reading. The reason lies in the strict conditions set by primary 

schools – especially the private ones – for passing entrance exams in Mathematics and 

English language, to ensure that children enrolled are confidently ready to read, write and 

perform mathematical operations in year one. This skewed focus undervalues children’s 

learning in the other important areas such as personal, social, emotional and physical 

development. It also limits their educative experiences in knowledge construction that helps 

them understand the world around them, while inhibiting their linguistic development in both 

languages: Arabic and English, hence challenging the development of communication 

abilities.  

I recall an inspiring story about a little girl with selective mutism who was registered in my pre-

school, because both parents were working and she did not have sufficient time and 

opportunities for social interaction. At first, her mother was worried and doubtful, in spite of the 

reassurance the child consultant we worked with gave her of the case being very hopeful. 

However, playing with children and teachers, attending and participating in child-focused 

activities, including storytelling, role playing and singing, encouraged the little girl to start 

talking. It was a very joyous outcome for all: the pre-school team and her parents. The above 

findings and observations corroborate Moss’ (2006) affirmation of the interconnectedness 

of learning, care and upbringing. They also highlight the significance Siraj-Blatchford 
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(2007), Aubrey (2011), Nutbrown (2012) and Needham (2014) give to multi-professional 

teamwork and multi-agency working in providing education and care in early childhood. 

 

During their teaching and leadership roles, Huda, Amna and Noorah showed many capabilities 

in applying pedagogical and culturally responsive leadership to address those concerns. 

Based on her discussions with teachers and parents, Huda reviewed and enriched the English 

syllabus, along with reinforcing the indigenous identity through enhancing the Arabic and 

Islamic studies syllabus. Similarly, in ‘C’ school Noorah was dedicated to extend her teaching 

to support her students’ learning, through her collaborative efforts with the schools’ subject 

teachers, students and private tutors on producing summaries, transparencies and 

worksheets. Later, in ‘H’ school and ‘S’ kindergarten her concerns about the lack of SEN 

teachers in public kindergartens and primary schools, and parents’ denial of their children’s 

special needs, made her learn and support the learning of her teachers about special 

educational needs. She also worked with her team to raise awareness in ‘S’ kindergarten. 

Further, Amna’s observations of the recurrent patterns of teacher-centered rote learning and 

students’ disengagement made her persistent in integrating modern innovative and creative 

ways to construct knowledge, enforce child-focused pedagogy and student-centred learning, 

such as in the story of the science lesson observation in Chapter Four. Their teacher and 

principal stories in Chapter Four demonstrate that all three principals actively shared their 

practices with the school community, and led professional development sessions/activities in 

the schools where they worked as teachers and leaders, which embodies Sergiovanni’s 

(1998) view of pedagogy as continuous learning and capacity building.  

 

Therefore, in their roles as teachers and principals, our principals were self-conscious 

about building a context-relevant professional culture in their schools. Their consideration 

of the culture, values, ethos, demographics, educational and national visions, their 

commitment to their own professional development, as well as their teachers’, their 

provision and integration of new technologies in their lessons and classrooms, their 

compassion in supporting their principals, administrators, students and teachers 

resonated with Van Manen’s (1997) emphasis on the relational and situational aspects 

and showed their sound understanding of pedagogy. Huda, Amna and Noorah’s teaching 

and leadership stories reflected what Khalifa and his colleagues emphasised (2016), skill 

in being culturally responsive through their commitment to addressing the political, 

educational, cultural and psychological needs of all the school community members. Also, 

they strove to build the intellectual and professional capital of their teachers as well as 

building the social and academic capitals of their students, therefore displaying key 

aspects of Sergiovanni’s (1998) model of pedagogical leadership. 
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However, I understood Huda, Amna and Noorah’s concerns about many public school 

principals’ complacency and their increasing resignations/retirements. Also, Amna’s and 

Noorah expressed their worries regarding the annual shortage of teachers. Clyde & Co’s 

report (2017) on teacher absenteeism in UAE public schools worsens the matter further. The 

educational context is such that teachers deliver the curriculum as instructed by the MoE, and 

the principals supervise this uncritically as executers of directives (Al-Teneiji 2012), with 

minimal autonomy and without having the authority to select or recruit their teachers. Their 

professional development is redundant and lacks input from the field, which does not help in 

advancing the professional knowledge and skills of learners and teachers, and does not 

support the building of learning communities. In keeping with Evans’ (2008) and Green’s 

(2009) views, all three principals agree that eventually with time, these issues demotivate 

school leaders and teachers and impact negatively their professionalism and professional 

responsibility. 

 

5.2.3 Evidence 3: composing a leadership career story by pursuing professional 
development and becoming competent in change management 

In relation to the contextual (socio-cultural) differences, I observed how Huda, Amna, and 

Noorah told their stories about their respective schools and threaded them around the plotlines 

of unstimulating learning. Their rejection of the existing conditions in their familial and 

institutional contexts was replaced by motivators to become engaged in their learning, such 

as being responsible for their siblings’ learning and in participating and leading in extra-

curricular activities. Their desires for engaged learning, development, and excellence inspired 

their forward-looking stories for employment and leadership, motivating them to pursue their 

higher education enthusiastically, and then invest in every opportunity for personal and 

professional development before and during employment. 

 

Huda self-evaluated her goals and abilities at the beginning of her employment. Not only did 

she benefit from the PD opportunities provided by the MoE at her kindergarten “Q”, but she 

also searched for more in the private sector. Huda’s efforts were acknowledged by winning 

the first award her principal nominated her for, which motivated her to start planning for a 

successful professional career in educational leadership. 

 

In line with Bandura’s (1977) self-efficacy theory, becoming a principal and gaining a “Highly 

Effective” accreditation evaluation ignited Huda’s relentless ambition for PD, such as 

completing her master’s degree. She took ownership of planning and sponsoring workshops 

for other practitioners and parents. I saw the fruits of her educative experiences and 
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continuous learning reinforcing Huda’s competence and her autonomy in her efforts to enrich 

the curriculum, based on her informed professional judgments and assessments; which is in 

keeping with the views of Pope and Denicolo (1993), Evans (2008) and Green (2009). 

 

Likewise, Amna’s passion for learning and leadership was sparked by care, independent 

upbringing and empowerment within her familial context. This, in turn, created a profound 

passion for teaching, which was the greatest motivator during her life experiences and was 

reflected in her stories of education, employment, and school leadership. Similar to Dimmock 

and Tan’s (2016) findings of the transformative characteristics of Singaporean principals, 

Amna’s strong confidence, self-belief and pride in her abilities, embedded in the continuous 

support she had had from her family, helped her to overcome her fears of change and the 

contingencies she faced, raising her professional competence. These observations aligned 

with the effect of the social interdependence and interconnectedness of socio-cultural factors 

and the psychological systems of the self on behaviour that Bandura (2001) explain in his 

Social Cognitive theory (SCT). My findings also confirmed the importance and essentiality of 

competence motivation as a psychological need that continuously influences human cognition, 

behaviour, and environment, which Bandura (2001), Elliot and Dweck (2007:8) and others 

highlight and argue in their studies. My findings also corroborated the above-mentioned 

authors’ explanations, about the importance across cultures of self-regard and self-esteem in 

driving the competence motivation. 

 

By being a hands-on instructional leader and with her vision of building a strong distributive 

culture of a teaching and learning community in her schools, Amna demonstrated the 

characteristics of a personal vision, intellectual stimulation and individual support that 

Leithwood and his colleagues (2000b) and Hallinger (2003) attribute to transformational 

leaders. Amna felt encouraged to challenge the dominant institutional narrative every time her 

educational goals were challenged, which became a reason for her to become a competent 

change manager. 

 

I saw the same passion for learning and public service in Noorah. She manoeuvred carefully 

and thoughtfully through the conservative and complex situations of her familial narrative to 

fulfil her passion for learning and work. Like Huda and Amna, Noorah strove for distinction in 

her work and later in her school leadership. Overwhelmed at first, as officials, teachers, 

students, and parents awarded her appreciation she became enthusiastic and happy to have 

chosen a path that required a lot of professional knowledge and learning in every role to avoid 

incompetence, demonstrating commitment to competence-relevant motivation (Elliot and 

Dweck 2007:7). 
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Supporting Fullan’s (2002) view about the characteristics of successful educational leaders, it 

was interesting to see how these three principals took ownership of their learning throughout 

their education journey and employment, and how fast their intrinsic leadership traits and their 

self-motivated autonomy helped them to initiate changes and improvements for themselves 

and others while they practised their leadership roles. Their working style resonated with the 

styles of moral and transformational leadership that Sergiovanni (1992) and Hallinger (2003) 

advocate: it defied the dominant social and institutional narratives of cultural limitations, 

routine stagnating management, often authoritarian and sometimes unskilled and 

unprofessional activities, amid the dominant institutional narrative of bureaucracy in a very 

centralised organisation. 

 

5.2.4 Evidence 4: facilitating the development of, and progress for, kindergarten 
communities by embracing a follower-centric leadership style 

Upon reflecting on the life stories and the professional journeys of these three principals, I 

noticed the significant role the socialisation agencies of family, school, and reference groups 

in Abu Dhabi, Dubai and Ras Al-Khaimah played in creating the religious and traditional culture 

of norms and values. According to Gronn (1999), the socialisation agencies shaped their 

personal and professional identities and talents as well as their leadership characteristics. 

 

Throughout the process of preparation to become future leaders, the principals experienced 

an erratic continuum of all three of Gronn’s (1999) formative agency models. This continuum 

constituted specific contextual forms of those models that raced forward, chronologically, to 

what seemed to be a progressive beginning of the customisation model that facilitated some 

levels of pre-service and in-service training around the 1990s (Lootah 2011). These 

beginnings borrowed from entrepreneurialism and internationally borrowed policies: improving 

the strategic management and team work skills and PD, with a limited autonomy in tightly 

controlled de-centralised schools. This resembled Barber’s (2005) licenced autonomy. 

However, in relation to the principals’ stories, and based on the findings of Riley (2000), 

Makrakis (2005), Al-Momani et al. (2008), Al-Taneiji and McLeod (2008), Al-Taneiji (2009), 

Buldu (2010), Stephenson et al. (2012) and Baker (2013), the bureaucracy and inflexible 

standardisation of the curriculum and assessments made the centralised official organisations 

continue to exercise unnecessary managerialism. 

 

The other part of the continuum witnessed a retreat sometimes to the ascription model of 

formative agencies as Gronn (1999) explain, in this case what Abdalla and Al-Homoud (2001) 

describe as the old tribal or traditional hereditary model demonstrated by the maternalistic, 
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paternalistic and charismatic leadership role models and the influence of social and 

organisational power relations. It also showed some aspects of the meritocratic achievement 

model: in the advocacy for women empowerment; the dominance of authoritative, sometimes 

autocratic leadership; excessive forms of bureaucratic management/administration and 

extensive, often redundant, PD programmes that lacked appropriate contextualisation and in-

depth historical and socio-cultural information for a fit-for-purpose professionalisation (Gronn 

1999). 

 

During these processes of formation and preparation, the principals were challenged 

continuously by competing/conflicting stories of social, political, and institutional power, but 

they demonstrated commitment to personal, professional, and civic responsibility, to what they 

believed was good. This good resonated with MacIntyre’s (2007:258) view of ‘the adequate 

sense of the traditions’ in shaping their purpose of virtues. Therefore, the principals valued 

and felt responsible for themselves, their families, their students, their colleagues, the parents, 

and their extended communities, all are important purposes of educational leadership and 

care that are reiterated by many studies such as Dimmock and Walker (2005) and Aubrey’s 

(2011). 

 

Huda employed her communication skills, rapport and her style of strategic leadership with 

the MoE officials, her staff, and parents while she continued to compose stories of 

improvement and development at “Z” kindergarten for her staff and students. I recognised a 

constructive cooperation for the welfare of the children entrusted to her when she shared her 

learning with the parents to raise their awareness and influence positively the efforts of 

upbringing their children. The benefits extended to the rest of the community as she reached 

out for multiple and diverse partnerships to contribute in the improvement and development 

of the professional practices of her colleagues inside “Z” kindergarten and elsewhere in other 

kindergartens and schools. These efforts demonstrated Green’s (2009) view of 

responsibleness, and ethics of care supported by Aubrey (2011), Noddings (2013) and Hallet 

(2014). The stories mentioned in Chapter Four about the community support Huda received 

in the FNC elections and their (parents, teachers and other community members) continuous 

expressions/ actions of working under her leadership showed that Huda won the trust and 

loyalty of her teachers and parents. 

 

Amna prioritised PD from the beginning of her employment so that she could become an 

excellent teacher who would help her students to succeed. To Amna, her students’ outcomes 

were most important. Having experienced rote learning methods as a student herself, she 

decided to integrate her lessons with technology, becoming innovative and creative in her 
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teaching and engaging her students positively in their learning, supporting Evans (2008) and 

Lunt’s (2008) recommendations. 

 

Amna’s principals acknowledged her modern teaching methods, and her students’ parents 

valued her engaging teaching style. Amna’s first role models, her parents, led their family by 

love and care and raised their children to become independent, hard-working individuals who 

supported others and valued achievement and success. This was the leadership style Amna 

adopted later when she became a teacher and a mother. Stories in Chapter Four of Amna’s 

integrated and engaging lessons, parents’ requests for her to teach their daughters and her 

extended support to her students showed that she won her students’ attention and 

commitment to their studies. It was also the skills of instructional leadership, as stated by 

Hallinger (2003), that Amna employed while progressing in her leadership style. Her stories 

of becoming a team leader, a teacher leader, a vice principal, and finally a principal also 

agreed with the findings of Gronn (1999) and Coleman and Stephens-Campbell (2010). While 

Amna was grateful for the support that she had from her colleagues throughout her career, I 

saw that they were encouraged to do so because they admired her ways of building 

relationships with everyone. In the MoE and KHDA evaluation process, what stayed constant 

was the parents’ satisfaction with Amna and her team’s work and efforts with, and for, their 

children. 

 

Noorah believed wholeheartedly that only by regarding one’s professional community as 

family, can individuals and groups achieve their goals demonstrating ethics of care 

emphasised by Noddings (2013), Aubrey (2011) and Hallet (2014). Noorah did not choose to 

become a teacher or even work in the education field, but the loving and supportive familial 

narrative that she lived out guided her to become a self-conscious learner, a thoughtful 

teacher, and then an ambitious but considerate and kind-hearted leader. What struck me in 

Noorah’s stories was that she always learned from her experiences and sought to find 

solutions by learning, which resonated with Pope and Denicolo (1993), Eraut (2000) and 

Aubrey’s (2011) findings. Noorah capitalised on multi-agency working and reached out to 

various mentors and everyone around her welcomed the idea of mutual constructive learning 

and working relationships (Aubrey, 2011). In doing so, Noorah also demonstrated 

empowerment (ibid): recognition of, and respect for, other people's knowledge and skills, 

regardless of their positions in the school, organisation, or the extended community. I admired 

her efforts, as Dewey (1938) and Dilthey (1962) advocate, to gain as many educative 

experiences as she could, for herself and the individuals she was entrusted with: teachers, 

students, parents, and even interns who came for pre-service training to “S” kindergarten. 
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5.2.5 Evidence 5: composing agency amid a shifting structure 
In the late 1960s and early 1970s, when our principals started school, the dominant political 

and socio-cultural narrative in the UAE –  led by the greatly respected Sheikh Zayed, the late 

ruler of Abu Dhabi and UAE – considered education, including for women, the gateway for his 

people’s prosperous future and development. A charismatic leader, as described by House 

(1976), he inspired the UAE society, especially the youth, to continue learning and earn higher 

degrees in education. However, the principals’ stories in Chapter Four indicate that people’s 

views about the three main institutions of family, school, and reference groups, of the deep 

objectives of learning, schooling, and education were indistinct and, at times, immature. In 

addition, the perceptions and understandings within the familial, institutional, and socio-

cultural contexts depended largely on the emirate (place), the past learning experiences of its 

members and their levels of knowledge about the theory and professional practice of the 

phenomena of learning and education. 

 

Although national progress was prioritised and emphasised in the formal, non-formal, and 

informal spheres of education, explained by Brocks (2011), it was thwarted by the 

competing/conflicting stories of influence of the political, social, and institutional power of the 

social system in relation to agency and the individual, collective, and institutional norms and 

values that is explained in the paradox of virtues, rationality and human good that MacIntyre 

(1999) argues. This led to individuals functioning in a mode of uncritical conformity to the 

dominant educational and institutional narrative that lacked, severely in some cases, adequate 

critical thinking and problem-solving activities, productive development activities, teamwork, 

professional autonomy, creativity, and effective leadership activities as advocated by Fullan 

(2002) and Hallinger (2003). 

 

Thinking about the three principals’ life experiences, I saw that their existential personal 

situations in the socialisation processes formed and defined their professional identities and 

prepared them sufficiently for their future leadership roles. In their stories of learning and 

employment, Huda, Amna, and Noorah were successful in utilising the opportunities they 

came across in their career paths to plan for further progress and leadership. Their stories of 

personal and professional experiences reflected, as Gronn (1999) and Stevenson (2006) 

argue, the ways in which they handled the competing/conflicting structural pressures and 

tensions, and how they streamlined their efforts, knowledge, and skills to strengthen their 

agency and overcome the challenges they faced during their quest for advancement. They 

confronted the socio-cultural limitations that they thought might threaten their education and 

employment. They faced their inadequacies and critical incidents that resulted from the 

contextual pressures and tensions by embracing the support provided to them by their families 
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and colleagues (cf. Cunningham 2008). By demonstrating attitudes of imaginative 

professionals as described by Power (2008), they challenged the scarcity of professional 

knowledge provision and means for professional improvement and development, by 

improvising some, and planning others. Through balancing their personal and professional 

ethics (Lunt 2008), they respected, equally, their ethical and moral commitments to public 

service and their own ambitions for progress indicating acts of responsibleness (Green 2009), 

and prioritising what they believed was common good (McIntyre 1999). This then led them to 

become obliged to stay during a ‘supercomplex’ time, as Barnett (2008) describes, in the field 

and as Lunt (2008) and Power (2008) illustrate, creatively explore all possible solutions for 

their struggles. 

 

5.2.6 Evidence 6: planning a career strategy using imagination and 
improvisation 

When the three principals started their learning and employment journeys, they located 

themselves in the dominant socio-cultural and educational contexts, but they responded to 

them in different ways based on the influence of institutional/organisational contexts of the 

federal MoE, ADEC-Abu Dhabi, and KHDA-Dubai. 

 

Amna saw her childhood, school, and university stories as a coherent narrative for her future 

story of becoming a successful mathematics teacher. Her passion for excellent teaching 

motivated her to learn how to manage recurrent changes, continue to develop her professional 

skills and leadership characteristics, and build a persona of successful leadership. When her 

self-efficacy came up against the conflicting stories of organisational tensions and 

micropolitics (Czarniawska 1997; Morley 2008), such as the MoE accreditation process and 

other stories in Chapter Four, it interrupted the coherence of her progress, threatened her 

sense of self, and almost distracted her from continuing to live her imagined story of career 

advancement. It indicated what Elliot and Dweck (2007) refer to as decline in competence-

relevant motivation. Nevertheless, the support of her family and colleagues reinforced and 

revived her commitment to her original educational values, which resonates with the emphasis 

advocated by Bandura (2001) on the significant effect of socio-cultural factors in supporting 

the psychological mechanisms of the self-system. 

 

Huda tried to resist the socio-cultural and educational contexts that her life was embedded in, 

but when she could not, she improvised a future success story that helped her accept them. 

The unplanned winning of a professional award initiated her pursuit for a successful career in 

educational leadership. Like Amna, Huda faced interruption in her coherent narrative of 

professional progress; she, too, considered withdrawing from the professional landscape 
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(Gronn1999). But the emotional scaffold provided by her family and community and her 

intrinsic quality of resilience protected her from leaving and instead redirected her to other 

imagined achievement possibilities, such as completing the MEd award and running for the 

membership of the FNC. Although, Huda did not win the elections, she gained a large number 

of votes among the female nominees. This achievement established a favourable future self-

image that inspired her to continue on the route of professional advancement while waiting for 

diverse, or possibly better, career opportunities (ibid). 

 

Noorah, interestingly, disregarded a challenging socio-cultural narrative of compulsory stay- 

at- home and getting married, which could have interrupted, very early on, her ambitions for a 

successful career and her imagined story of serving the public and her country. However, with 

the help of her supportive parents, she continued her dreams of completing her higher 

education and eventually started a future story of employment. Noorah’s change of career 

path from agricultural studies to education taught her how to overcome potential challenges; 

this became a strong motivator for her to continue learning and achieve professional status 

and excellence. Noorah’s personal passion for motherhood urged her to find the balance in 

her personal and professional goals by insisting on leading a kindergarten. As she strives to 

advance in her professional career in school leadership, Noorah continues to follow every 

possible learning opportunity, whether at home or abroad, to fulfil her caring commitment to 

public service, in line with the EY leadership qualities highlighted by Aubrey (2011) and Hallet 

(2014). 

 

5.3 Participants’ shifting stories at the time of negotiating exit 
I explained in the methodology chapter that, due to institutional gate-keeping procedures, I 

was not able to observe the participants in their kindergartens. Therefore, I chose to engage 

in informal in-depth conversations and listen to the participants’ stories to construct the field 

texts. I also used two other methods: researcher reflections journal and field notes of site and 

artefacts observations. Nevertheless, I was appreciative of the principals’ welcoming attitude 

to participate in my study and their interest in being part of this research. They appreciated 

the opportunity to express their personal and professional views in a study that was authorised 

by the MoE and ADEC, and was governed by a reputable university, UCL Institute of 

Education. I valued the friendly relationships we developed over time. Not only did their 

support contribute to my academic study and professional learning, I was happy to see that 

the principals considered me a friend with whom they were able to discuss theoretical and 

professional views without fearing judgement. We all benefited from the personal and 

professional exchange of perceptions and the interpretations of our beliefs in relation to our 

professional identities, our agency and our future aspirations for our professional careers. 
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Huda was promoted to a leadership and management trainer at the MoE, and, at our last 

meeting, she had already started her training workshops. Additionally, Huda was selected to 

be part of the Ambassadors Innovation programme: a group of MoE employees that was sent 

to Stanford University – USA, for a training programme on the use of digital technology. Huda 

told me that participating in this study inspired her to write a memoire. The idea fitted her 

ambitious personality and future goals, and she thought of it as a motivator for her progress 

in her professional career. 

 

Amna was happy that she re-told and re-lived her personal and professional stories in our 

conversations. These stories became a reel of memories, which awakened her to all the 

efforts, struggles and successes that contributed to her professional progress. When Amna 

and I started our conversations, she was examining two options: to retire and attend to her 

family, or to accept a potential promotion to a cluster manager suggested to her in 2016. She 

told me that her husband had advised her to accept the promotion, because both of them had 

always encouraged each other for professional progress, which I saw as an admirable shared 

goal in a culture that is perceived to undermine women. I conclude that Amna’s own 

storytelling made her realise how she saw herself (Polkinghorne 1988; Coles 1989), her 

beliefs, her efficacy, and how her self-belief and self-determination directed her goals. When 

Amna re-told and re-lived her own story, she became motivated to take the advice of her 

husband. In our third meeting, October-2016, Amna told me that she felt happy to have met 

recently, the new inspection framework team members in Dubai; the same inspectors she had 

worked with when KHDA evaluated her kindergarten. They welcomed her by saying that they 

would expect her to get an outstanding evaluation. To her, this meant recognition of her 

competence by professionals whom she trusted and saw qualified for such a role. In our last 

conversation, three months after completing the collection of field texts, Amna told me that, 

like Huda, she was refused for the role of cluster manager due to not having the experience 

of other school types. Instead she could be nominated for a first principal. Amna accepted this 

reason, but this demonstrated how misunderstandings could demotivate principals in the field. 

 

Noorah’s story was a rich accumulation of lifelong learning; however, when I requested to see 

her certificates and awards (Appendix 18) she told me that she did not care about collecting 

them. To her, she said, her learning and development, and the facilitation of learning and 

development for her team and students, was more important than participating in school 

competitions or the like. I drew her attention to the fact that documenting her achievements 

would provide her with opportunities to join, officially, advanced training and development 

programmes offered by ADEC, such as her visit to Finland. It would be her credibility record 
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for further progress and would help her to become a future candidate for facilitating learning 

and improvement for other practitioners in the field. As an advocate for the ethics of care, 

Noorah liked the idea of becoming an official trainer who can learn more, for a better and 

richer contribution to her kindergarten community, and the extended community at large. In 

February-2018, Noorah’s kindergarten received ‘A’ in ADEC’s Irtiq’aa8 inspections. ‘S’ 

kindergarten was selected a professional development centre for one of the EY professional 

learning community groups (four kindergartens) recently formed, and Noorah was designated 

for coordination.

                                                
8	Irtiqa’a: A comprehensive evaluation system … to measure quality in education and thereby to support school improvements so that all schools in the 
Emirate of Abu Dhabi compare well with international standards (ADEC 2018).	
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5.4 Concluding analysis 
 
This is a concluding analysis of the principals’ career progress that offers answers for my 

research puzzle and sub-questions based on the key threads of the analytical framework 

presented in Chapter Two. 

 
5.4.2 Forming leadership characters 

A. The significance of familial, political, socio-cultural, geographic and 

institutional landscapes in forming principals’ personal identities. 

Based on Dilthey’s (1962) and Tuan’s (1996) views, the life stories and personal experiences 

of Huda, Amna and Noorah revealed profound footprints of the indigenous people of the UAE 

embodied in their private histories and embedded in the personality of the UAE (Wilkins 2014). 

In their family stories, Huda, Amna and Noorah revealed evidence of strong inter-generational 

relations and a tightly coupled culture of values that endorsed the adherence to religion, 

cultural traditions, morals and ethics of care. That culture valued education in all of its forms 

and promoted hard work, ambition and success (Gronn 1999). The beliefs and worldviews of 

family members, as well as those of many of the role models and mentors, echoed Jenkins’ 

(2008) view of identification: they were founded on a strong identification with the historical 

background of the UAE, the communal life of its indigenous population, and their future 

national aspirations. Accepting the modernisation of social life and achieving the national 

objectives of education forced them to face many contradictions and conflicts in relation to 

families’ religious and traditional values; a friction that highlighted the competing/conflicting 

stories derived from the functionalist and conflict social theories in the UAE society described 

by Ritzer (1975). However, in spite of this friction, the personal plotlines of the principals 

demonstrated considerable coherence between the three socialisation agencies: family, 

educational institutions and reference groups (Gronn1999). This demonstrated a strong 

identification with the UAE’s social system and structure. 

 

However, the principals realised that following the dominant socio-cultural and institutional 

narratives restricted their efforts towards their future educational and career aspirations, and 

did not fit with their forward-looking stories. So, as Carr (1986) argues, they refused to fully 

comply with these dominant narratives, and embraced only those values that cohered with 

their future goals and reinforced their connection with their social identification (Jenkins 2008). 

As Shunk and Pajares (2007:88) describe, the ‘context’ and ‘significant others’ influenced the 

three principals’ collective self-perceptions in ways that helped to create a distinctive self-

concept and identity, and laid the grounds for a strong future self-efficacy and a promising 

leadership persona in terms of self-image, self-confidence, self-worth and working style. 
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B. The significance of socio-cultural, political and organisational landscapes 

in establishing principals’ professional identities, personal practical 

knowledge and advancement in their careers 

The social and cultural capital of the indigenous population defined and upheld the moral and 

ethical values that were embedded in the socio-cultural environment. Nevertheless, the fast 

pace of global modernisation and globalisation expedited by the rapid economic and geo-

political influences, noted earlier by Stevenson (2006), maximised materialistic personal and 

collective interests. Therefore, the swift transformation of the UAE, from a young growing 

country in the middle of the desert to a global hub for diverse interests and groups, formed 

numerous sub-cultures that heavily impacted on the three socialisation agencies: family, 

educational institutions and the reference groups. Additionally, as Lootah (2011) and Abdalla 

and Al-Homoud (2001) argue, the global race to development produced a paradox of aligning 

the achievement of goals: national and international, personal and organisational, with the 

values that were instilled by the families and influenced by role models, charismatic leaders, 

and the media. The principals provided many stories of domineering management in the MoE 

and some of the schools that they worked at. The stories of rigid bureaucracy and 

unprofessional conduct and actions showed how this paradox challenged the principals, their 

colleagues and other practitioners in their beliefs and perceptions of employing good means 

while serving the public. Prioritisation of self-interests, high centralisation of management, lack 

of constructive communication, dearth of profound professional knowledge and the 

superficialness of tacit knowledge of many leaders/managers and practitioners, created 

interruptions in the coherence of the social, institutional and organisational progress stories, 

like those mentioned by Macpherson et al. (2007), Thorne (2011), Litz (2014) and Litz and 

Scott (2017) in their context-related research. Disarray and instability occurred in the 

collaboration of the socialisation agencies and the multiple landscapes responsible for 

founding strong bases of moral and ethical institutional/professional responsibility. All these 

hasty changes did not allow for sufficiently rigorous and context-specific, practical reasoning 

and wise judgements during the integration of cultures and knowledge. It seemed that the 

intelligent deliberation that Green (2009) construed, became inadequate in forming and 

instilling the moral virtues required for building the sensible civic responsibility necessary for 

encouraging good means towards achieving desired ends and public good, which was 

supported by Halstead (2007) and Barhoma’s (2014) arguments. Another important factor was 

the absence of professional communities/associations for practitioners to be committed to and 

identified with, which could be a reason for inadequacy of professional responsibility due to 

the absence of whistle-blowing, as highlighted by Lunt (2008). Also, the discrepancy between 
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MoE, ADEC and KHDA in the evaluation criteria governing the accreditation processes, in 

Amna’s case, led to low self-esteem, disengagement and disenchantment.  

 

While Huda, Amna and Noorah strove to resist the above-mentioned dominant institutional 

and organisational narratives, they focused on their continuous learning in the field. A common 

feature in the establishment of their personal practical/tacit knowledge was their dismissal of 

rote learning, lack of student participation and scarcity of teacher-student communication that 

they had experienced as students. Huda, Amna and Noorah were inspired by those principals 

and teachers who cared about the welfare of their followers and transformed their 

understandings. In agreement with the findings of Al-Taneiji’s (2009) and Litz and Scott’s 

(2017) studies in the UAE public schools, the participants valued their transformative 

principals and teachers who: prized student/teacher participation; extended their 

communication to more than just teaching, learning and management activities; encouraged 

their students/teachers to search for and disseminate knowledge among their peers and 

motivated them to become leaders. Hence, my findings corroborated Pope and Denicolo’s 

(1993) on the relation between personal practical learning and knowledge and work 

competence and motivation, and Antonakis and House’s (2013) studies of transformative 

leadership. Huda, Amna and Noorah encapsulated these characteristics in their future 

teaching and leading roles, and considered them part of their agency, professional 

responsibility, commitment to serve the public good and their ambitions for advancement in 

their careers, as discussed by Coleman and Stephen-Campbell (2010) and Stevenson (2006). 

 

5.4.3 Composing progress in professional careers 
A. Representing themselves as school/kindergarten leaders 

When Huda, Amna and Noorah became principals, they started their incumbency by attending 

carefully to what Gronn (1999:75) called ‘impression management’ to win the approval of their 

followers. They wanted to convey an image of a supportive and empathetic, yet strong and 

credible, change agent. Huda said, ‘I think I was suited for the role’. From the outset, Huda 

and Amna realised that they had replaced principals who were loved and respected by their 

staff. The staff of ‘Z’ kindergarten, where Huda was appointed as principal, had mixed feelings 

about her as a leader because they saw her as an ‘other’; a person belonging to different tribe 

from theirs in Ras Al-khaimah, as described in Jenkins (2008). They had hoped their vice 

principal, from the same tribe as most, would lead them because they were familiar with her 

personality and working style. Amna started her incumbency in ‘P’ kindergarten, an old and 

low-profile EY setting, where the culture was to maintain the status quo: to take care of the 

children and perform well, but avoid participation with the larger community. The stories in 



	 140	

Chapters Four show that in both kindergartens, the staff had already known about Huda’s and 

Amna’s competence in leadership and management, but according to Gronn (1999) and 

Fullan (2001), their loyalty to their former principals and leadership styles, and their resistance 

to change, prevented many from accepting the first interactions and actions of the new 

leaders. Both Huda and Amna had intentionally prepared themselves for a positive and 

constructive communication and tried to give an image of a pleasant and poised presence 

(Gronn 1999) in managing first impressions. I observed these personal qualities in my 

meetings with all the three principals in their interactions with teachers/staff and parents. 

Noorah, on the other hand, felt very anxious and feared the big challenge she was about to 

face when she started in ‘H’ school. Nevertheless, her cool attitude and charming presence 

(that I had observed), coupled with the support of the ADEC officials, boosted her morale and 

stimulated her self-determination to overcome this challenge. She then used her passion for 

knowledge and learning, for herself as well as for her staff, to show her care and empathy for 

teachers and students. 

 

In their early encounters with their staff and parents, all three principals tried to convey 

confidently the message of progressive and gradual change, in the buildings, in the 

kindergarten culture, in the teaching and learning process and in the multi-levelled 

communication inside and outside the kindergarten with the parents and extended community. 

Whether the resistance was from teachers, administrators or parents, the three principals’ 

stories endorse Gronn’s (1999) qualities for role mastery: they tried to convince their staff and 

parents of their credibility and fittingness for the leadership role. They also strove to employ 

their connections with the MoE and the various agencies in their communities to enhance the 

professional culture and learning in their kindergartens in their efforts to achieve the desired 

goals for all stakeholders. 

 

B. Values and culture embedded in the style of leadership 

Several episodes in personal life stories of the career trajectories showed the value of 

education to Huda, Amna, Noorah and their families, and the importance they gave to the 

pursuit of knowledge. That education was a priority was a collective belief embraced by the 

UAE leaders and dominant in the social narrative of its indigenous population. For this reason, 

and based on the analysis of Abdalla and Al-Homoud’s (2001) study of leadership in the 

region, many of the UAE’s charismatic rulers inspired the public to think of education as a 

vehicle for progressive transformation and prosperous future. These ideas had been promoted 

in the media since the establishment of the UAE federation in 1971. Resonating with Schein’s 

(2010) work, the stories in Chapter Four about the principals’ home life, school and university 

education demonstrate that they were raised and educated in a social environment that was 
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surrounded by charismatic manifestations of influential leaders, whose inspirational quotations 

were transformed into visions and mission statements that were engraved on the entrance 

halls of all educational organisations, schools and universities (Appendix 2). Currently, the 

leaders’ vision and future objectives are upgraded to ambitious inspirational statements, 

projects and plans transmitted continuously by media/social media (Appendix 2). Thus, the 

educational vision of the country is reflected in the principals’ worldviews and outlooks, which 

is in keeping with Gronn’s (1999) assertions of leaders’ influence on their followers. The 

principals were all aware of the UAE’s national agenda; they reminded me continuously of the 

key educational goals in our discussions: professionalisation, life-long learning for all, 

enhancing educational outcomes and widening participation in education. As demonstrated in 

Chapter Four, the principals’ stories of their working styles throughout their careers 

incorporated forms of instructional, transactional and transformative leadership, emphasising 

the significance of this incorporation in the recommendations of Burns (1978), Al-Taneiji 

(2009) and Litz and Scott’s (2017). Also, the overarching influence of charismatic leadership 

of their mentors, role models, and the country’s leaders was obvious as they described their 

leadership styles, corroborating Abdallah and Al-Homoud’s (2001) findings. The principals 

used these styles flexibly according to the situations and requirements, within the zones of 

discretions available to them at the time -  described by Gronn (1999) as the amount of 

autonomy they had in their roles. Based on their past experiences, the stories of care and 

shared goals in Chapter Four showed that the principals avoided dysfunctional styles of 

leadership, which, they witnessed, had adverse consequences on school staff, or distorted 

the alliance of shared values and goals with the staff (ibid). Also, ethical and moral values 

towards staff, students and parents were significant factors in the planning and performing of 

the three principals’ leadership and management tasks, which corroborated the qualities of 

effective leadership practices in relation to shared understandings, meanings and goals that 

Siraj-Blatchford and Manni (2007) note in their ELEYS study. 

 

Another common feature among the three principals was their continuous self-evaluation. It 

helped them in their practical reasoning and judgements, and enabled them to switch to the 

appropriate working style for the situation. Their self-reflection was based on their continuous 

quest to update their professional knowledge, what Lingard (2010) refers to as an intelligent 

form of accountability. In addition, to achieve the educational and management objectives, 

they consciously applied Schon’s (1983) view of reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action, 

which they believed was part of their responsibility towards their profession, their followers, 

their students and the extended community, also demonstrating McIntyre (2007) and Green’s 

(2009) view of moral and ethical commitment. 
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However, the challenges the principals faced during their career trajectories were related to 

the rigid ways in which the organisations converted mission statements into quantitative 

objectives, and how the officials monitored the execution of the strategies that govern, direct 

and monitor the roles, operational functions, professional cultures and educational outcomes. 

These observations are confirmed in Litz and Scott’s (2017) study of transformational 

leadership in the educational systems of the UAE. A further challenge for them was managing 

the pressures of the uncritical borrowing and rapid implementation of professionalisation 

models and performance evaluations during the inspection and accreditation cycles 

(Stevenson 2006; Lingard 2010; Bridges 2014) without sufficient, purpose-designed PD 

programmes. To the principals, these PD programmes had little regard for the particularities 

of their context, their personal practical/tacit knowledge and skills, and their feedback was not 

considered for future planning/learning. In contrast, the principals were self-determined and 

took many initiatives to develop their skills and knowledge. 

 

C. Loyalty to the country and commitment to the profession 

The principals’ stories of their kindergartens, their commitment to support their teachers/ staff 

and serve their students and families in Chapter Four suggest a strong degree of patriotism 

and a deep sense of commitment to the profession. However, to resist the dominant narratives 

and overcome the challenges, the principals chose to live ‘cover stories’, as used by Clandinin 

et al. (2013:243), that appeared to conform to the roles that were prescribed for them. Instead 

of playing victims, they chose cover stories in which they complied with the directives to work 

towards achieving shared goals. Similar to Morley’s (2008) proposal for resilience and 

creativity in manoeuvring micropolitics, the principals employed constructive influence. The 

stories of principals’ investment in their organisational relations, their organisational and social 

influence and connections with several agencies as means to achieve institutional and 

organisational set goals are supported by Green’s (2009:122) envisioning of professional 

formation based on the individuals’ narratives: ‘their character, sense of self, and life-lived-so-

far’. I conclude that these were conscious and intelligent means that helped the principals find 

coherence in their stories, and which are part of the narrative unity, part of the personality of 

the place (McIntyre 2007; Tuan 1996).  

 

Overall, the aspirations that are promoted by charismatic leadership, embedded and 

embodied in the social structure and systems of the country, are perceived and promoted as 

ends that are shared with the public. Then, this could be used to inspire the practitioners, the 

public and even the children to transform their intents, understandings and behaviour into 

actions to achieve these shared goals, as in the cases of school principals in Singapore and 

Vietnam discussed by Dimmock and Tan (2016) in Chapter Two, section 2.2.3. 
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D. Experiences of successes and challenges/disappointments 

Living in multiple landscapes filled with competing/conflicting plotlines shaped the principals’ 

professional identities, values (outlooks) and styles as middle and senior leaders. The 

continuous crossing of the borderlands separating these landscapes challenged their 

orientation towards their roles. The three principals employed the external facilitators that 

became available, and their incremental achievement of professional goals increased their 

competence in the roles they occupied and heightened their self-concept. It also awakened 

them to a sense of self-efficacy, and according to Bandura and Schunk (1981), gave them 

self-satisfaction. The principals explained how they tried to overcome the challenges they 

faced as their future goals became aligned with their intrinsic interests and they became self-

motivated to overcome the hindrances. 

 

The three principals’ school stories provide examples of the above: Huda and Amna both 

perceived themselves as reputable selves and credible in their leadership and management 

tasks. Although Huda was competent in her EY leadership, her persistence to become a 

cluster manager of higher stages in school education might have been considered by the 

promotion committee as an overly confident leader. In contrast, Huda perceived the promotion 

committee as unprofessional, and using its power and authority (as discussed by Cunningham 

2008 and Morley 2008) to impede her progress. Huda thought of resigning, but her family’s 

support motivated her to continue learning and think of other options, such as nominating 

herself to the FNC or teacher training, argued by Gronn (1999) as reinvention routes for 

progress. Also, the stories of administrative and educational changes Amna introduced in the 

kindergarten (Chapter Four) were perceived by the accreditation committee as excessively 

autonomous, which influenced their evaluation of the ‘Z’ team. Conversely, Amna thought of 

them as incompetent evaluators and unprofessional in their interactions, who not only 

disappointed and demotivated her but demoralised her teachers as well. With reference to 

Cunningham’s (2008) explanation of the impact critical incidents have on professionals’ 

experiences, Amna, too, thought of retiring but her family and teachers urged her to stay and 

resist the negative impact of the evaluation by prioritising the welfare of the students. These 

findings echo Green (2009) and Lunt’s (2008) propositions for ethical formation and 

commitment. Similarly, Noorah was shocked when she faced the challenge of leading and 

managing a boys’ primary school, suffering from several issues with the teenage boys and 

children with SEN. Noorah admitted that she had no experience in these two areas, neither 

was she knowledgeable enough to be competent in her new role. The second challenge was 

entering the EY leadership landscape, again with insufficient professional knowledge and 

experience of early childhood education. Nevertheless, Noorah demonstrated passion and 
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her sense of responsibility to care for others’ needs, as promoted by Osgood (2006), Ailwood 

(2008) and others. Her own ongoing learning and PD as well as encouragement of her 

teachers’, enabled her to compensate for the missing components in her professionalism and 

practice, showing what Evans (2008) considered a constructive attitude and behaviour 

towards her profession. These attitudes contributed to building a learning community and a 

team culture as discussed by Siraj-Blatchford and Manni (2007). 

 

5.5 Summary 
In the professional experiences of Huda, Amna, and Noorah, career progress was indeed as 

Gronn (1999:27) defined it: a vertical, ladder-like, incremental, age-related, and time-phased 

process, but not a linear one. It was directed and influenced by ongoing, hurried educational 

change and reform plans that were managed by centralised bureaucratic administrations. 

These plans aimed to comply with international pressures of universal, context-free, measured 

evaluations and standardised curricula imposed by a framework that is influenced by the grand 

narrative of Bloom’s Taxonomy (1956 cited Clandinin and Connelly 2000) discussed in 

Chapters Two and Three. The MoE already had a prescribed dominant narrative for the career 

trajectory of the principals that had been experienced by their predecessors, but our principals, 

among others perhaps, rejected this narrative and started writing their own stories of 

advancement. Unlike the grand narrative’s priority being the universal case (Clandinin and 

Connelly 2000), the principals viewed their career progress as an individual’s actions of 

advancement in a continuous chronological narrative that is influenced, empowered, and 

facilitated by five interconnected important matters constituting their lives and experiences: 

temporality, people, action, certainty of events, and context. Huda, Amna, and Noorah were 

the individuals of prime interest (ibid:32) in this narrative inquiry, in which their contextual life 

stories and career progress were explored. 

 

The principals lived out the current plotlines of international and national pressures and what 

they perceived to be a complex and messy intervention in national educational reform and 

policies, prescribed curricula, limited human and non-human resources, and privatisation of 

services. These interventions led primarily to tensions such as increased performative 

accountability, job instability, and pension reduction. As they saw these pressures growing in 

the dominant institutional narrative, they had to handle the resulting tensions, inside and 

outside their schools, knowing that these pressures and tensions were continuing to challenge 

the educational leaders in the field, and were pushing them out of the professional landscape 

of schools. Nevertheless, Huda, Amna, and Noorah continue to imagine a future story of 

success that is stronger than their fears, and which fuels their determination to achieve as 

many of their professional goals as possible during their careers. 
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Chapter Six 
Conclusion 

 

A society of many traditions and cultures can be a school of life 

        (Bateson 1994:7-8) 

6.1 Overview 
This chapter concludes the career trajectories exploration of the three PK principals from Abu 

Dhabi, Dubai and Ras Al-Khaimah. Choosing narrative inquiry within the three-dimensional 

space approach as a methodology allowed for an in-depth, thorough and chronological 

examination of the personal and professional experiences from the principals’ childhood until 

they became school leaders. 

 

While the principals’ professional plotlines appeared progressive, the crossing of borderlands 

between the social, professional knowledge and school leadership landscapes witnessed 

successes, turning points, obstacles and critical incidents. As Bateson (1994) argues, the 

principals’ forward-looking stories created peripheral visions of the future that were challenged 

by uncertainties. Continuous transformation from stage to stage demonstrated the principals’ 

understandings of change and its purposes. It illuminated their resistance to dominant socio-

cultural and institutional narratives, as well as to the ongoing paradoxes and interruptions 

Czarniawaska (1997) reports, that existed in the roles and functions prescribed by the 

organisation. 

 

These understandings led me to continue answering the research questions by revisiting the 

personal, practical and social/theoretical justifications of the study mentioned in Chapter One. 

These explanations include the shifting in my understanding which I consider to be my 

professional learning from narrative inquiry. I, then, list the limitations of the study and offer 

practical recommendations and future possibilities for research. 

 

6.2 Learning from narrative inquiry  
6.2.1 Shifting personal justifications 

Reflecting on the life experiences and career trajectories of the participants and my own has 

shifted my understanding of career progress. I realised the influence of the social structure 

and systems in constructing, over time, the worldviews of individuals: in forming their intents, 

purposes and goals, in shaping their identities and in directing their actions in a society. As I 

grew up, the religious and social values of my society formed a big part of my self-beliefs and 
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worldviews. I recognised how starting school in 1971, the year the UAE was established as a 

federation, had a profound impact on my identification with the indigenous community and my 

loyalty to my country. The federation influenced the hopes of my father, like other members of 

the indigenous people who believed greatly in education, to have high expectations of his 

children. Like Huda, I was always expected by my family and school to attain high grades, 

because high grades defined success. For many youth, this dominant familial, institutional and 

socio-cultural perception became an ‘autobiographical prison’ (Clandinin et al. 2013:242). 

Promoted in social and institutional landscapes, personal skills and abilities were 

compromised for learning outcomes based on summative assessments.  Furthermore, I, too, 

lost motivation in many subjects because of the rote methods in teaching and learning, and 

the domineering personalities of many teachers. 

 

Living alongside other students as like-minded friends taught me the value of relational 

responsibility, shared beliefs, teamwork and care, and provided me with opportunities of 

leadership; skills that Elliot and Dweck (2007) consider key constituents of identity, self-

concept and self-efficacy. The inspiration that was transmitted by the charismatic figures in 

our families and around us in society (Gronn 1999), motivated us to discuss our future 

ambitions during competitions and presentations, and led us to imagine future stories of 

successful careers. 

 

My first experiences of school leadership revealed challenges and paradoxes of aligning the 

educational objectives of international stakeholders in the organisational-dominant narrative, 

in terms of the professionalisation of practitioners, prescribed curriculum and students’ 

educational outcomes. Just as Litz (2014:144) reports, the dominance of bureaucratic, 

‘authority-based’ systems inside and outside the UAE schools and the power relations 

embodied in the organisational and institutional micropolitics for resources and positions, 

shifted my understanding of influence. I learned from my participants that moral and ethical 

commitment to professional responsibility can safeguard good means to achieve good ends, 

by using intelligent accountabilities and optimistic, constructive, well-planned and informed 

cover stories. This renewed learning helped me consider my leadership of an EY setting as a 

platform where I can help teachers and parents to contextualise the early foundations of 

children’s learning, raise awareness in the community and nurture character formation of 

young children. 

 

Carr (1986) draws attention to the interdisciplinary relations between social sciences and 

humanities: the significance of awareness in understanding the interconnectedness between 

time, narrative and history in individual and social experience while researching change. Re-
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living history with the participants reminded me of how I told my children stories from the UAE’s 

history embedded in the experiences of my grandparents and parents, and studied by authors 

like Kazim (2000) and Torstrick and Faier (2009). It reinforced my realisation, as a mother and 

an educational leader, of the important role all socialisation agencies play in shaping the 

characters and abilities of youth, and the profound meanings that are instilled early about their 

moral and ethical responsibilities towards their personal development as well as the 

advancement of their communities. My cover story became a postgraduate practitioner who 

is engaged in insider research, to learn and articulate what the citizen, the researcher 

practitioner and the leader needs to know to achieve their goals within their social and 

professional communities. 

 
6.2.2 Shifting practical justifications 

Dewey (1938), Dilthey (1962), Bateson (1994) and Clandinin’s et al. (2013) works, 

strengthened my understanding about family, educational institutions, workplaces and society 

as interwoven, inseparable landscapes. Progress in the careers of kindergarten principals is 

conditioned by their professionalisation and performance evaluation. Supporting 

Czarniawaska’s (1997) view, this study was founded on interdisciplinarity, while the important 

role narrative played in understanding the organisation demonstrated that the 

professionalisation of kindergarten/school leaders cannot happen in isolation. Therefore, to 

embark on a journey of change and improvement means to consider change happening 

simultaneously in all landscapes: familial, institutional, organisational and social. The 

interconnectedness of these landscapes creates a unity in their narratives, which will be 

explained below. 

 
A. Significance of narrative unity 

In this study, I learned that the past, present and future narratives of a society comprise the 

united narratives of its place and members. The collective learning of a country identified by 

Dilthey, (1962), and the personality of the place that Tuan (1996) describes, help to 

understand the intents, actions and aspirations of its people. Jenkins’ (2008) emphasis on 

identification for the consistent building of meaningful relations, suggests that the indigenous 

people of the UAE need to continuously reinforce their identification with their history, their 

people and their land through harmonising the beliefs and values transmitted by the 

socialisation agencies. According to Jenkins (2008:33), the contemporary nexus of the global 

and local requires conscious efforts in preserving social identity by notions such as 

‘glocalisation’: ‘customising the global into local forms’. In their search for individual success, 

society members need to also embrace shared goals in ways that help them realise collective 

prosperity (ibid). Morals and ethics need to be instilled in ways that enable individuals to 
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become responsible citizens and professionals who can contribute positively to their societies, 

which supports Green’s (2009) view of responsibleness. 

 

The significance of the role socialisation agencies play in forming personal and collective 

identities and leadership characters (Gronn 1999; Stevenson 2006) indicates that today’s 

kindergarten/school leaders, the educators, were the youth of yesterday. Leadership character 

formation requires the community members to revive, with the current principals, aspiring 

leaders and the youth, the positive influences of socialisation agencies: to exchange the 

lessons learned from past experiences. This duty requires families to connect with the elders 

to re-tell and re-live their stories (Caine et al. 2013) that encompass the cultural capital, which 

supports Carr’s (1986) understanding of change in human/social phenomena and inquiry. 

Upon recognising the influence of reference groups on youth and society, my findings 

emphasise the support of multi-agency working in the extended community to achieve the 

UAE’s national agenda targets, which invites kindergarten/school leadership in the UAE to 

work towards unity in values, vision, professional responsibility and accountability. 

 
B. Re-introducing change 

This study revealed that there was, and still is, a sense of taken-for-grantedness in the process 

of change and achieving goals. My findings agree with Wilkins (2014) who argues that the 

educational organisations are focusing on limited result-driven perspectives. However, 

officials/governors are responsible for enhancing the knowledge and skills of their principals, 

and oversee their recruitment and retention (Coleman and Campbell-Stephens 2010), so UAE 

educational organisations have the responsibility of governing their kindergartens/school 

leaders’ advancement and retention in ways that win their trust and confidence in the systems 

and processes. Self-evaluation serves contextual professionalisation (Macpherson 2009), 

which all three participants did regularly. Amna and Noorah advocated for including it in the 

teachers’ and leaders’ professional training and tasks. Therefore, the UAE educational 

organisations need to encourage and train kindergarten principals to learn and lead school 

self-evaluations, while incorporating their feedback and needs assessments in planning their 

PD programmes. Additionally, policy transfer, when used, needs to happen through proper 

reading of the context; it needs to be purposeful and intelligent (Lingard 2010). My findings 

are consistent with those of Thorne (2011) and Al-Taneiji (2012) on the lack of training, 

academic and managerial empowerment and the professionalisation of UAE public school 

principals. The educational organisations need to win the true acceptance of its followers if 

they want them to have a strong sense of ownership for change, be responsible for it and 

embrace it (Gronn1999; Dimmock and Tan 2016). UAE kindergarten principals need to be 

empowered, motivated and heard as they are prepared for their leadership roles. As Clandinin 
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and Connelly (2000) debate, their personal lives and experiences need to be considered and 

respected. Employing ‘socio-cultural premium’ on achievement in the Singaporean context 

helped reduce the restrictions of a tightly controlled education system (Dimmock and Tan 

2016:179), like the restrictions the UAE. Therefore, UAE kindergarten principals’ aspirations 

for career advancement need to be supported. 

 

The educative experiences of individuals and organisations increase the chances of making 

fruitful change and progress in countries through preserving and developing resources: human 

and non-human (Dewey 1938). Hence, a shared responsibility of both the educational 

organisations and kindergarten leaders, for social change in the UAE, is to raise awareness, 

formally and informally, about the importance of personal, institutional and organisational 

educative experiences, to avoid locking the practitioners in cycles of non-educative or mis-

educative ones (51). 

 

Furthermore, supporting Dewey’s (1938:56) idea of educative experiences being a social 

process, participants’ stories revealed the influence of social control, structure and systems in 

relation to forming and driving individual intent. As such, officials and public in the UAE should 

contribute to the desired change. The answers to questions about why are we are doing what 

we do might indicate the degree of responsibility, effort, ethics, morals, confidence, trust and 

motivation needed for public good (Green 2009). For this shared responsibility to be activated, 

decision-makers, officials and kindergarten leaders need to share what Clandinin et al. 

(2010:444) called ‘conversational spaces’ for exchanging views and thoughts. I borrow Coles’s 

(1989:190) philosophy in listening to patients attentively and treating their complaints as 

unique biographies as ‘a prelude to engaging the patient in a reflection, a story’, to encourage 

officials to do the same: understand principals’ explicit words and comprehend the untold 

stories hidden in them. 

 

C. Measuring impact 

While writing this thesis, the new UAE inspection framework (UAE MoE 2017) was introduced 

in September 2015. Its objective is to evaluate progress and to measure impact. However, 

performance evaluations need to acknowledge impact in ways more motivating than just 

school ratings. For my participants, making impact was an important professional goal in all 

the roles they occupied in their careers. To Huda, making impact meant achieving higher 

positions and making her voice, and that of her colleagues and other practitioners in the 

community, heard. Amna considered that making impact could be achieved by excelling in 

professional knowledge and updating skills to support teachers and students in their learning. 

For Noorah, continuous learning was key to helping teachers and students. Hence, they 
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acquired what they perceived as leadership styles that worked for them through a ‘trial-and-

error experimentation’ from ‘real world contexts’ (Gronn 1999:113), and which were 

commended by their heads and evaluators at different points in their careers. These 

experiences demonstrated ‘systematic reflection on experience’ (ibid:113), which helps in 

recognising creativity in the leadership styles of principals. Promoting and incorporating 

innovative leadership styles in PD programmes could improve informed self-evaluation and 

purposeful innovation which could help advance role mastery. I believe that the resulting 

competence is the focus of the accountability objective in the new inspection framework, as 

Darling-Hammond (2010) suggests. 

 
D. Safeguarding agency 

While listening to the principals’ critical incidents, I felt that sometimes they had the ‘victim’ 

mindset (Johnson and Hallgarten 2002). Fortunately, family and colleagues’ support and their 

ongoing self-evaluation saved them from compromising their career progress. Participants’ 

stories showed that kindergarten principals need to resist the narratives of bureaucracy and 

centralization, and avoid struggles with teachers and parents. As Sergiovanni (1992) 

suggests, kindergarten principals need to search inside these stories for new possibilities to 

align shared goals, and take ownership and responsibility. Based on Gronn’s (1999) 

recommendations they need to connect with their followers and engage in productive actions. 

I was conscious of how the principals valued their contemplations regarding their personal 

and professional growth and their career advancement as they re-lived and re-told their 

stories. Our conversations helped them review and evaluate their personal and 

professional experiences in a new light from various considered angles to self, the 

profession and others. Their experiences reflected a deep sense of moral, professional 

and social responsibility, which validates Dewey’s (1938) emphasis on educative 

experiences and social action. It also affirms the significance Dilthey (1962), Pope and 

Denicolo (1993) and Eraut (2000) give to implicit learning and tacit knowledge. At the 

same time, their continuous self-reflections, their discussions with other school 

community members, including our conversations, confirm Schon (1983) and 

Kelchtermans’ (1993) assertion of the importance of reflective practice in supporting the 

professional development of practitioners and accelerating their career advancement. 

Therefore, I suggest that ADEC should support the MoE in establishing professional 

learning communities for school principals and teachers, such as the ones they have 

recently established in Abu Dhabi. Facilitating informed reflective learning – safeguarded 

by professional responsibility – through exchanging their experiences, whether one-to-

one or in professional groups, to encourage ongoing inquiries and sharing of practices would 

help practitioners become insightful and progress confidently in their professional knowledge 
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and skills. In keeping with Stevenson (2006) and Cable and Goodliff (2011) respectively, 

forming/reshaping their professional identities would then strengthen their agency towards 

their profession and their society, and motivate them to continue pursuing their professional 

careers. 

 

With regard to EY, and in accordance with Rodd (2013) and others, kindergarten principals 

are responsible for collaborating with community agencies, raising awareness about early 

childhood education and care. 

 
E. Renewing professional development 

The principals questioned the level of professionalism and knowledge of the officials and some 

inspectors who evaluated them, which showed the principals’ distrust and lack of confidence 

in the inspection process. An important question is how the officials and inspectors identify 

with the key dimensions of professionalism, in relation to their own professional knowledge, 

responsibility and accountability, and how they communicate with practitioners in the field. 

  
My findings in Chapter Four suggest that, for a fruitful change, officials need to spend time in 

schools observing the daily lives of principals and teachers. Sharing experiences with 

practitioners in the field, observing their multiple realities, creates opportunities for officials to 

plan intelligent reform strategies and policies. The communication stories of my participants 

provided evidence of constructive, sustainable formal and informal relationships, inside and 

outside their schools, corroborating Weymes’ (2010) assertion of the importance of positive 

relationships for organisational success. When ‘relationships’ are at work, the perspective 

could change from obtaining high qualifications for excellent work packages, working in nice 

buildings and using modern resources, to maximising these material ends, creating enhanced 

systems to achieve ambitious, moral goals founded on shared purposes and visions. 

Additionally, officials at all levels of the organisational structure could invest in the inspiration 

transmitted, almost daily, by charismatic leaders and decision-makers in the country to win 

followers for individual and collective success and progress, like the case of school principals 

in Singapore and Vietnam (Dimmock and Tan 2016). The resulting motivation could create 

transformative engagement, empowerment and ownership of change and improvement by the 

work force towards achieving national and international objectives. Supporting Barnett’s 

(2008:197) argument of the ‘is/ought’ dilemma (produced by current super-complex times) 

relating to performance standards, targets and educational outcomes, that threatens 

contemporary professionalism and imposes rapid change, I suggest the following 

achievement cycle (Figure 6.1) for crystallising continuous focus on shared purposes and 

goals: Practical wisdom in employing different sorts of professionalism could create a 
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professional who is ‘a living project of knowledge in action … knowing, acting and 

communicating in a spirit of criticality’ (Barnett 2008:206-207). This ongoing cycle could revive 

agency during overwhelming work, improve professional and contextual knowledge from 

within and inform the provision of professional development leading to personal, social and 

organisational progress. Another important goal that could be achieved is building professional 

discourses (ibid:206) that establish and foster unity in the organisation and society. 

 
       Figure 6.1 Suggested achievement cycle 
 

Warnica (2011) confirms that public school principals participated in processes of professional 

development that were planned for them. In this study, Huda, Amna and Noorah negotiated 

new ways to implement these programmes through living their cover stories of responsibility 

and accountability. However, the inflexible organisational policies, micropolitics and 

imbalanced power relations, coupled with conflicting social and organisational narratives of 

self-interests, hindered the effective implementation of new knowledge and skills. Therefore, 

in the PD cycles, exchanging feedback between the officials and kindergarten principals, as 

well as officials’ awareness of the principals’ personal and professional situations and 

objectives, are, as Warnica suggests, key for adequate and fitting support. Sympathising with 

principals and helping them with their requirements is important if they are expected to 

improve, or else the goals set will continue to be, as De Ruyter (2003:467) and Maslow (2013) 

argue, imagined excellences and unrealised ideals. 

 

Drawing on Dimmock and Tan’s (2016) Singaporean work, repeating the PD programmes for 

current and aspirant kindergarten leaders could be an option that is examined. Through 

continuous communication and meaningful feedback in organisational assemblies, one-to-one 

meetings and PD programmes, in which shared visions and goals are always echoed, officials 

and consultants at the MoE, ADEC and KHDA can scaffold the ‘motivation to succeed’ 

environment led by decision-makers. 
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Principals spoke positively about using social media networks for continuous communication 

and exchange of professional knowledge and practical skills, ‘learning by doing’ as suggested 

by DuFour et al. (2016). Borrowing Schon’s (1983:290) ‘professional-client relationship’ to 

promote the non-traditional formal and informal relationship resulting from the 

abovementioned communication between principals and officials, such conversations could 

reveal and re-construct meanings for both parties emphasising accountability, demonstrating 

and evaluating competence and planting seeds for long-term meaningful learning 

communities. This is evident in the latest promotions of my participants during and after the 

time of negotiating exit (see Chapter Five). 

 

F. Invisible trainers from within 

My findings resonated with Gronn’s (1999) studies that competent, successful, highly 

motivated principals could become disenchanted if they are not challenged by higher goals. 

All three principals practised training in their kindergartens/schools and mentioned many other 

colleagues that did the same. The latest official news (Jamal 2017) listed nine 

specialisations/professions that are required for work opportunities, one being education. 

Decision-makers could benefit from the competence, heightened motivation and strong sense 

of agency of many carefully selected, developed and promoted principals, retain them and 

offer them the opportunity to lead the development of others in the field. 

 

G. Redefining performance evaluation: start with self-evaluation  

Echoing Green’s (2009) responsibleness, my participants repeatedly mentioned their 

reflection upon their own intentions, purposes and actions, and considered this to be part of 

the understanding of their personal and professional identities. They conducted regular self-

evaluation cycles assessing their practice and the practice of their teachers, recognising the 

rights of all stakeholders. Principals also mentioned that these ongoing reflections helped 

them identify with their profession, commit to the development and advancement of their 

careers and to the development of others, in line with Lunt’s (2008) view of ethical 

professionalism. Self-evaluation helped them transform the personal and professional 

experiences into coherent narratives, as McIntyre, (2007) explained, which could be 

considered part of a united personal, social and organisational narrative. The advancement in 

the principals’ careers verified the result of self-evaluation through the trust and confidence of 

the government and public evidenced in their accreditation results and promotions. 

 

H. Re-modelling career progress 

My participants strove for progress in their careers. Their activity in personal and professional 

spaces and places attracted them to learning and development. Their struggles to resist the 
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dominant narratives and change the status quo, and their imagined future stories not only 

helped them achieve their personal targets, but it continued to revive their multi-levelled 

commitment towards themselves, their teachers and students and the extended community. 

These findings invite the idea of kindergarten principals knowing about their imagined 

promotion places, as suggested by Caine et al. (2013): to know the environment they want to 

work in, to observe the tasks they are expected to perform, and to discover the level of 

professional competence that they are expected to achieve. In agreement with Weymes 

(2002), when organisational strategies for promotion and career progress are mainly human 

resources policies that miss dreams, it could become difficult to motivate individuals to work 

hard for a ‘routine’ future. 

 
6.2.3 Shifting social/theoretical justifications 

The principals’ stories in Chapter Four captured the socialisation agencies’ influence on the 

formation of their personal and professional identities, by illuminating the interconnectedness 

and interrelation of their professional identity with their agency and the multi-layered structures 

of the familial, socio-cultural, political and organisational landscapes. The crossing of 

borderlands between the socio-cultural, professional knowledge, organisational and school 

leadership landscapes established the significance of self-belief systems founded on implicit 

learning and personal practical/tacit knowledge in gradually paving the paths towards school 

leadership. Principals remained alert to the need to make sense/meaning for their professional 

roles/responsibilities from their particular contexts. They continued to plan for narrative 

coherence and improvised many possible professional routes to move forward, while still 

dealing with the pressures, tensions and critical incidents that they faced, and which the 

officials and decision-makers were largely unaware of. The prospect of a de-contextualised 

grand narrative (Clandinin and Connelly 2000) that dominated the strategies of educational 

change and the pressures of international education reform, excavated the organisational 

rules and current performance evaluations from the essence of establishing meaningful 

notions of professionalism advocated by Evans (2008), Green (2009) and Hoyle and Wallace 

(2005). Consequently, in line with Craig (1999), Stevenson (2006) and Coleman and 

Campbell-Stephens (2010), reflecting on the stories of the principals’ career trajectories 

showed that the organisational strategies, although based on sound theoretical and 

conceptual frameworks, did not in many situations reveal the complexities of the daily 

professional lives of kindergarten/school leaders. Reasons such as the lack of exhaustive field 

visits made by officials, and of exchange of information and views, with disregard of 

practitioners’ voice and primacy of statistical evaluations, might have impeded the holistic 

formation of qualified officials, school teachers and leaders who could embrace fully the 
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professional responsibility for a united narrative of development and progress (McIntyre 2007; 

Carr 1986). 

 

Career progress is an inviting, meaningful, ongoing theory that tells the story of effortful 

learning and work, reflecting in and on professional practice amid challenges and dominant 

institutional/organisational and social narratives. The participants did not rely only on a career 

strategy based on institutional evaluations (Gronn 1999:41). Rather, most of their career 

progress was based on subjective learning from individual experiences, their professional 

commitment and efforts of innovation and creativity in the various roles they occupied. Their 

resistance to the dominant narratives, with continuous learning and commitment to their 

aspirations, motivated them to endure critical incidents, overcome challenges, or transform 

their positive outcomes to turning points in their careers. 

 

6.3 Study limitations  
Firstly, I confirm Burden-Leahy’s (2009) claim that organisational, context-bound knowledge 

is still lacking with regard to research data, both in positivist and interpretative forms. Most of 

my contextual resources were drawn from limited studies conducted by the UAE and Zayed 

Universities’ professors, studies and conference papers documented and/or commissioned by 

the Emirates Center for Strategic Studies and Research (ECSSR) and international 

researchers and scholars who were advisors to the UAE government. 

 

Secondly, the inquiry was a small-scale research that included three participants: a population 

sample limited by the need for exhaustive in-depth findings and analysis. Further, I only 

selected one participant, the other two participants being selected by their cluster managers. 

This restricted obtaining knowledge about negative cases: specifically, principals who 

struggled more than my participants, or had different/passive attitudes towards their 

profession, or were not motivated enough to progress in their careers. I was, however, able to 

probe further into my participants’ answers, asking them how others handled similar 

challenges and the reasons for the officials, public and parents’ dissatisfaction with the 

leadership of some school principals. I recorded the principals’ views on the current status of 

school leadership, and their critique of different present practices. I then compared and 

triangulated this information with the relevant literature and other transferable findings within 

productive/unproductive practices elsewhere. 

 

Thirdly, while I respected the re-storied personal and professional experiences of the 

principals and myself, I realised that the re-told stories might have been glossed by our 

renewed understandings and worldviews as Clandinin and Connelly (2000) cautioned. So, in 
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my interpretations and writing of the research texts, I was alert to the untold stories that were 

hidden in our accounts. I tried to clarify the reasons for the decisions we made, the limitations 

of our attitudes and professional knowledge, and our weaknesses in overcoming some 

challenges. However, there were also several fruitful gains in this study that may be viewed 

as my contribution to current knowledge, which I present next. 

 
6.4 Contribution to knowledge 
A. The study confirmed the significance of context: the place, the socialisation agencies and 

the social structure and systems, in forming the characters and identities of 

kindergarten/school leaders. According to Dewey (1938) and Delthey (1962), the analysis in 

Chapter Five described and explained how the multiple structures in the society influenced 

the personal and professional experiences of my participants. Context influenced their 

construction of personal/tacit knowledge and the set of skills, styles and outlooks. My findings 

confirmed Al-Taneiji’s (2012) research findings, on the promotion of UAE public school 

principals, that professional responsibility cannot be achieved solely with academic and 

professional qualifications. The findings also demonstrated the role context played in 

facilitating and/or impeding the instilling of moral and ethical commitments in 

kindergarten/school principals’ professional responsibility towards their work and public 

service. In addition to the importance of detailed contextual knowledge of the educational field, 

my findings stressed giving voice to practitioners, providing them with better opportunities for 

performance evaluation and professional accountability. 

 

B. The uniqueness of context allowed this study to add to the limited but growing literature on 

educational leadership and leader formation in the UAE, specifically in the EY sector. The 

theoretical, conceptual and analytical frameworks suggested in Chapter Two guided the 

analysis of the UAE PK principals’ career progress, by comparing and contrasting the findings 

in the field texts with the findings of other relevant studies worldwide, whilst acknowledging 

the unique characteristics of different contexts. 

 

C. The study showed that the absence of informed and meaningful societal participation in the 

thinking and planning for education and employment strategies decreases the chances for 

better educational outcomes. It also revealed that the lack of societal empowerment and active 

participation in policy making and strategies planning, hinders the positive contribution to the: 

quality of education, level of professionalism and quality of employment. An important aim of 

this study was to give the participants voice, to enable them to express their perceptions and 

views about: 
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• Their own learning and development throughout their childhood, education and career 

stages. 

• The formation of their personal practical knowledge as well as their professional 

knowledge about teaching, learning and leading. 

• The ways in which their practical reasoning and judgements governed their ethical and 

professional responsibility. 

• Their process of decision-making in matters relating to their career progress. 

 

D. As mentioned in the ethical considerations in Chapter Three, the underpinnings of the 

criteria considered for the robustness of this study were verisimilitude, plausibility, 

transparency and transferability. Attentiveness to the research questions, objectives, style and 

quality of information in writing up the research allowed it to be invitational to potential readers. 

Additionally, narrative inquiry, within the three-dimensional space approach, helped in 

identifying the similarities and some demographic differences in the participants’ stories that 

were related to their personal attributes and leadership characteristics. It clarified key aspects 

of their upbringing which nurtured their intrinsic motivation for growth and self-efficacy, what 

later built their self-belief and positive attitudes towards their education. It also showed how 

their self-belief systems inspired them for competence, role mastery, advancement and 

possibly reinvention, each one in her unique way. Clearly, this research only adds a small 

contribution, because it is a small-scale narrative inquiry, but the current literature on many of 

its key themes and notions is either limited or still developing. The in-depth, thorough 

explanations offered in relation to the context, the rationale of the study and the narratives of 

the participants encourage me to consider this research transferrable, on the condition that 

the theoretical and conceptual frameworks and the analysis would be guided by the 

particularities of the context, the temporal dimension and the primacy of humans as its key 

concern. 

 

6.5 Future research: the story continues 
The research puzzles and sub-questions posed in Chapter One need to be revisited regularly, 

because the answers to them are chronological narratives of progress in the 

professionalisation, professionalism and career progress of the UAE kindergarten/school 

principals. Hence, there is a crucial need for interpretative forms of research that dig deeper 

in the educational field structure, systems and culture, in all levels and dimensions of its 

organisational structure. Furthermore, to build on current knowledge and maximise the gains 

from new initiatives, I propose that the main educational organisations in the UAE: MoE, ADEC 
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and KHDA, need to conduct and encourage holistic and exhaustive organisational and 

practitioner research in the field, to continue updating future plans in enhancing EY leadership, 

and school leadership in general. I would like to benefit from the relational feature of narrative 

inquiry by using my participants’ narratives as exemplars through participating in similar 

research. Also, in my capacity of a private kindergarten leader, I aim to disseminate the 

findings and analysis of my thesis into a public-private partnership for raising awareness in 

society about EY learning and leadership. 
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Appendix 1 
 
Stages of K-12 education 
Kindergarten (4-5 years)  
Kindergarten in the UAE is voluntary and accommodates children who are below the age of admission to the first 
grade. Kindergarten consists of two levels, where children attend two years of mixed-gender classes:  

• Kindergarten 1 (KG1)  
• Kindergarten 2 (KG2)  

Basic level: primary or elementary level/Cycle 1 (6-11 years): In this level, children complete Grades 1 to 5 

Intermediate level/Cycle 2 (12-14 years): In this level, children complete Grades 6 to 9. 

Secondary level/Cycle 3 (15-17 years): In this level, students complete Grades 10 to 12. 

Source: Government.ae, the official portal of the UAE government. available from 
<https://government.ae/en/information-and-services/education/school-education-k-12/joining-k-12-
education/stages-of-k-12-education->  
  
 
Promotion Criteria and Procedures for School Principals in the United Arab Emirates 
Source: Al-Taneiji, S. (2012) ‘Developing Promotion Criteria and Procedures for School Principals in the United 
Arab Emirates’. International Journal for Research in Education (IJRE) [online] 31, 1-28. available from 
<search.shamaa.org/PDF/Articles/TSIjre/.../ijre_2012-n31_001-028_eng.pdf > [19 April 2016] 
 
… As is the case in most centralized school systems, school principals in United Arab Emirates are chosen by the 
MoE.  
In order to be considered for selection, candidates must already be at the level of vice principal or subject 
supervisor. Furthermore, they must have:  
• a bachelor’s degree  
• three years of experience teaching in K-12 schools  
• an ‘excellent’ performance record in the last year and a ‘very good’ performance record in the previous two years  
• an International Computer Driving License (ICDL)  
• a minimum score of 500 in the Test of English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL) or a score of 5 in the International 
English Language Testing System (IELTS).  
 
If these requirements are met, candidates must achieve at least 75 points in an interview that focuses on their 
knowledge of educational principles and their management skills. This discussion seeks to establish whether or 
not an individual candidate is highly capable in the areas of strategic planning, supervision, decision-making and 
time management, and knows how to properly conduct a meeting. The interview will also reveal the level of the 
candidate’s interpersonal skills, including his or her ability to work with others and consider diverse viewpoints. The 
candidate must then attend training workshops on strategic planning, school supervision, school community, social 
issues, and assessment. The final requirement is for the candidate to earn a good performance report, after he or 
she has been working as a principal for one year (Ministry of Education, 2008).  
The problem is that there is no evidence that these criteria, and this process, will ensure the appointment of the 
type of leaders that are needed to transform UAE schools … (p. 2-3).  
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Appendix 2  
 

Pictures and Tweets from Social Media Reflecting the Influence of 
Charismatic UAE Leadership 
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Mohammed Bin Rashid on International 
Women’s Day: 70% of my team are 
women. 
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UAE University 

UAE National Day’s Celebrations 

In the reception of ‘P’ Kindergarten 
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  A School’s wall  

The UAE’s National Agenda for Schooling 

Advocating for PISA,TIMSS and PIRLS 
21st Century’s Leader : A leadership model 
inspired by Sheikh Mohammed Bin Rashid’s 
leadership 
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Sheikh Mohammed Bin Rashid : 
Education guarantees progress and 
prosperity for our country and facilitates 
the fulfillment of our ambitions and 
goals. 

Sheikh and Mohammed Bin Rashid Al-Maktoum: Quotes and News Tweets 
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Sheikh Mohammed Bin Zayed Al-Nahyan: Quotes and News 
Tweets 
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Sheikh Hamdan Bin Mohammed Al-Maktoum: Crown Prince of Dubai 
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	 201	

Appendix 5 
 

Consent form 
 
 

Learning from Experiences and Investing in Opportunities: 

A Narrative Inquiry about the Career Progress of Public Kindergarten Principals in the 
United Arab Emirates (UAE) 

 

 
 
 
  

I have read the information leaflet about the research.                (please tick) 
  
 
I will allow the researcher to observe me                                    (please tick) 
 
 
I agree to be interviewed                    (please tick) 
 
 
I allow the researcher to take photographs                                          (please tick)                         
of the kindergarten’s premises: classrooms,  
offices, inside and outside play areas halls, 
 resources and displays (including information and pictures) 
 
I allow the researcher to take photographs                                          (please tick) 
of my certificates and awards 
  
 
Name  
 
Signed                     date  
 
 
 
 
 
Researcher’s name  __________________ 
Signed __________________________     date  
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 استمارة موافقة
 

ریاض األطفال في دولة لمدیرات التقدم الوظیفي  دراسةالتعلم من الخبرات واالستثمار في الفرص: 
 العربیة المتحدة اإلمارات

 
تلقد قرأت المعلوما                    بالبحث المتعلقة                                                                      

 
                ا أوافق على المشاركة في المقابالت أن     

 
   الستخدامھا في البحث تسجیل المالحظات في المدرسةب ةقوم الباحثتوافق على أن أنا أ   

  
                      أنا أوافق على أن تصور الباحثة مرافق الروضة وفصولھا وساحاتھا والجداریات وما تتضمنھ من صور ومعلومات

 

        أنا أوافق على أن تصور الباحثة شھاداتي وشھادات اإلنجاز والجوائز التعلیمیة والتربویة

 

 اإلسم : 

 

                  التاریخالتوقیع:                                             

 

 

 اسم الباحثة:

 

                    التاریخ                 التوقیع:                           
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Appendix 6 
 
 

 
Learning from Experiences and Investing in Opportunities: A Narrative Inquiry 
about the Career Progress of Public Kindergarten Principals in the United Arab 

Emirates (UAE) 
A research project 

Starting 25/6/2016 
Information for public kindergarten principals 

 

My name is Safa Abdulrahman Bukhatir. I am currently enrolled in the Doctor in Education (International) 

programme that is designed and delivered by the Institute of Education (IOE) at the University College 

London (UCL) – UK. I am in the process of writing my doctoral thesis, entitled: Learning 
from Experiences and Investing in Opportunities: Exploring the Career Progress of 
Public Kindergartens Principals in the United Arab Emirates (UAE). 
This leaflet tells you about my research. I hope the information provided will be useful, and I would be pleased 

to answer any further questions you may have. 

In this study I want to investigate how you, the UAE public kindergarten principals, develop as professionals 

throughout your professional journey in the early years. I want to explore with you, factors that influenced 

the construction of your personal and professional identities, and how this affected your perceptions of 

professionalism and of professional culture in your work. Finally, I am interested to find out how you employ 

these past experiences along with the opportunities available to you in your current statuses in the way you 

lead and manage your schools. 

I am inviting you to take part in this research because your personal and professional experience, as a leader 

in the field, could be a valuable contribution to my understanding of the career paths of the leadership in the 

UAE public kindergartens. 

 

This research will involve your participation in few interviews of about one hour each, which can take place 

at your school. At a later stage, if you agree, I would appreciate some observation time in the kindergarten, 

to elaborate on important ideas identified during our first talk. You can also share your thoughts on important 

matters in your daily work in a journal as and when they happen during the data collection phase. This study 

is going to be submitted to my college and read by the assessing professors and other interested academics 

and students. 
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Your participation in this research is completely voluntary and confidential, and I will respect and maintain 

your anonymity at all times to protect your rights as well as the MoE’s and ADEC’s. If you agree, I will record 

the interviews and type them up later. The information recorded is confidential, and no one else except me 

will have access to it. I will keep the recordings and notes in a safe place, and will change all the names of 

persons and schools in my report – so that no one knows who said what. The recordings will be destroyed 

after the successful completion of the study. In the event of a publication or presentation resulting from the 

research, no personally identifiable information will be shared. 

 

I will also return to you and give you the opportunity to review the interpretations of your accounts. I will ask 

permission for some of your quotes to be incorporated in the reports.  

 

I hope you will consider collaborating with me in this matter. It is my hope that this research, alongside 

others, can contribute towards improving the education in the UAE, and benefiting all its stakeholders, 

among whom you are. With your help I will be able to submit significant recommendations in my reports to 

officials of the MoE and ADEC. Publication of this study could, also, contribute to the scarce and insufficient 

educational research and literature available concerning our understudied region. 

 

The decision to take part in this study is entirely yours. You can tell me that you will take part by signing the 

attached consent form. I am independently funding my studies as a student, and the Faculty Research Ethics 

Committee (FREC) – IOE has reviewed this stage of the project in May- 2016. 

 

Thank you for reading this leaflet. 
 

Researcher’s Name: Safa AbdelRahman Bukhatir 

 

 

  

Tel: 050 463 0505 

Email: safa.bukhatir@gmail.com 
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 ریاض  لمدیراتتطور الوظیفي لل سردیة دراسةالتعلم من الخبرات واالستثمار في الفرص: 

 اإلمارات العربیة المتحدةاألطفال في دولة 

 مشروع بحثي

 2016-6-25یبدأ في تاریخ 

 یرات ریاض األطفال الحكومیةمدل معلومات

 
 السیدات / مدیرات ریاض األطفال الحكومیة  المحترمات

 السالم علیكم ورحمة هللا وبركاتھ

) التابعة  للكلیة الجامعیة بلندن ـ المملكة IOEالتربیة (أنا طالبة دكتوارة في برنامج الدكتوراه الدولي الذي التحقت بھ في كلیة 

 ). UCLالمتحدة (

نبذة عن البحث والتي أرجو أن تكون مفیدة ووافیة، كما سیكون من دواعي سروري الرد على أیة  ھذه المعلومات تعطي

 أسئلة أخرى قد تكون لدیكم.

تطور الوظیفي لمدیرات ریاض األطفال الحكومیة في دولة إنني أقوم حالیاً بتحضیر بحث الدكتوراه والذي یركز على ال

اإلمارات العربیة المتحدة. وأود من خالل ھذه الدراسة تسلیط الضوء على التطور المھني لمدیرات ریاض األطفال من 

ن خالل رحلتھن المھنیة  في مجال السنوات األولى،  ودراسة العوامل التي أثرت وما زالت تؤثر  في بناء ھویاتھ

الشخصیة والمھنیة، وانعكاساتھا على فاعلیة أدائھن والبیئة المھنیة في مجال العمل. وأخیرا، أود أن أتعرف على كیفیة 

قیام مدیرات ریاض األطفال بتوظیف الدروس والخبرات المكتسبة من تجاربھن السابقة جنباً إلى جنب مع الفرص 

 ل.المتاحة لھن حالیا في قیادة وإدارة ریاض األطفا

مما یدعوني إلى مشاركتكن في ھذا البحث ھو معرفتي وتقدیري لتجاربكن المھنیة والشخصیة كقیادیات في المیدان ، والتي 

 من الممكن أن تسھم بشكل قیم في فھمي لكیفیة التطور في المسارات الوظیفیة القیادیة في ریاض األطفال الحكومیة.

، وبعد مراجعة اآلراء والمفاھیم التي تحدثنا عنھا ساعة تقریبا في مدارسكن حال موافقتكن سوف أقوم بمقابلتكن لمدةفي 

خرى أ ستكمال الحدیث والمزید من االستفسار في مقابالتالسأكون شاكرة إلعطائي الفرصة وناقشناھا في المقابلة األولى 

حقا . سیتم الستنتجت من خالل النقاشأو أخرى جدیدة ا التي تم تحدیدھا خالل حدیثنا األولسواء لتوضیح المحاور الھامة 

تسلیم ھذه الدراسة إلى الكلیة وسیقرؤھا األساتذة المسؤولون عن التقییم واألكادیمیون والطالب المھتمون بدراسات وأبحاث 

 مماثلة.
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 ق كال من وزارة التربیةوحقو لحمایة حقوقكن ةفي ھذا البحث سریة، ولن أكشف عن ھویة أي مشارك ستكون مشاركتكن

، سأسجل ھذه المقابالت وأكتب ما ورد فیھا في وقت الحق. سیبقى وفي حال موافقتكن .ومجلس أبوظبي للتعلیم والتعلیم

التسجیل سریا ولن یقوم أحد غیري بسماعھ أو اإلطالع على المعلومات التي فیھ . سأبقي التسجیالت والمعلومات في مكان 

ى ال یتم التعرف على الشخصیات أو المعلومات الخاصة بأي أحد. كما آمن، وسوف أغیر أسماء األشخاص والمدارس حت

ي حال صفة شخصیة ف .  لن تتسم نتائج البحوث بأیةراسةسأقوم بالتخلص من التسجیالت بعد االنتھاء بنجاح من ھذه الد

 . عرضھا

 ف أطلب اإلذن القتباس، وسول المعلومات التي حصلت علیھا منكنالفرصة لمراجعة تفسیر وتحلی كما أنني سأعطیكن

 .بعض أقوالكن إلدراجھا في البحث

اآلخرین   ھذا البحث،  لكي أسھم بھ مع في استكمال يننتعا في آن واحد، وأتمنى أن تساعدآمل أن یكون الحدیث مثمرا ومم

  رافعلى جمیع األطمن الممكن أن یعود بالفائدة المھتمین في عملیة تطویر التعلیم في دولة اإلمارات العربیة المتحدة، و

نني من اقتراح سیمك یة والتعلیمریر البحث الذي أقوم بھ إلى المسؤولین في وزارة الترب. إن تقدیم تقیةالتعلیم العملیةفي 

ة لبحوث التربویة والتعلیمیة المتوفرإضافة ل كما أن ھذه الدراسة تعتبر. في مجال ریاض األطفال توصیات قد تكون ھامة

 ي تعتبر حالیا غیر كافیة.عن منطقتنا والت

على المشاركة من خالل التوقیع على  إلیكن بشكل كامل، ویمكنكن تأكید موافقتكنیعود قرار المشاركة في ھذه الدراسة 

 استي بصفة شخصیة ومستقلة كطالبة.أقوم بدعم وتمویل در أننيكما استمارة الموافقة. 

الشكر واالمتنان على حسن تعاونكن. جزیل ولكن  

الباحثة: صفا عبدالرحمن بوخاطر اسم  
 

 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

050 463 0505رقم الھاتف:   
 safa.bukhatir@gmail.comالبرید االلكتروني: 
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Appendix 7 
The interview guide 

Interview 1: 

• Biography. 

• Initiation of career and progress objectives. 

Interview 2: 

• Facilitators, turning points and successes.  

• Obstacles, pressures and tensions.  

• Critical incidents related to career.   

Interview 3: 

• Key influences on professional identities and socialisation. 

• Future aspirations and further comments relating to the possibilities/hindrances of career 

progress. 

Interview 4: 

• Follow up on previously discussed topics and themes. 

 

Interview questions as per the requirements of the MoE and ADEC: 

Q1: Tell me about yourself: your academic journey in school and in the university. 

: حدثیني عن نفسك: كیف كانت رحلتك الدراسیة في المدرسة وفي الجامعة؟١س  
Q2: Why did you choose to have a professional career in the education field, 
specifically the early years? 

: لماذا اخترت التربیة والتعلیم كمجال مھني، وباألخص مرحلة ریاض األطفال؟٢س  
Q3: How did you start your professional career in the early years? 

: كیف بدأت حیاتك المھنیة في مرحلة ریاض األطفال؟ ٣س  
Q4: Tell me about the factors that supported your progression in teaching and/or 
leading. 

یادة  أو اإلثنین معا؟ما ھي العوامل التي دعمت تطورك  في مھنة التدریس أوالق :٤س  
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Q5: Tell me about important achievements and successes during your working 
years. And how did these achievements influence your career progression? 

: أخبریني عن اإلنجازات والنجاحات في خالل سنوات عملك، وأثرھا في تطورك الوظیفي.٥س  
Q6: What do you consider were, or are still, obstacles or challenges that hinder your 
progress throughout your career path? Were there any drastic challenges or critical 
incidents that influenced your career path in any way? 

تي واجھتك، وربما ال تزال، في خالل سنوات عملك المھنیة؟ وكیف أثرت :ما ھي في نظرك العقبات والتحدیات ال٦س
 تلك العقبات على تطورك الوظیفي وتقدمك المھني؟

Q7: What do you think are key influences that impact your personal and/or your 
professional identity, whether related to the family, school, organisation, the 
extended local community and the international milieu? And in what way do these 
changes affect your career progression? 

: ما ھي في رأیك أھم العوامل المؤثرة في ھویتك الشخصیة والمھنیة والمتعلقة باألسرة، المدرسة، المؤسسة، ٧س
وكیف ینعكس ھذا التأثیر على تقدمك المھني؟  المجتمع المحلي والدولي،  

Q8: Do you have any further comments or suggestions about possibilities for 
facilitating progress in the professional careers of kindergarten principals? 

: ھل لدیك أیة تعلیقات أو مقترحات حول اإلمكانیات والسبل التي من شأنھا دعم وتیسیر التطور والتقدم المھني ٨س
 والوظیفي لمدیرات ریاض األطفال؟  

 
Thank you very much for your time, kind support and cooperation. 
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Appendix 8 
Researcher Journal Sample Records 
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The Australian professional standard for principals 
 
‘The strength of the standard will be in its implementation through ownership and engagement by the  

profession. It is a dynamic aid to reflection and development that will evolve over time’ (aitsl, 2011 p. 1). 
 
Also, in the Australian Professional Standards (aitsl, 2014 p. 21) 
https://www.aitsl.edu.au/docs/default-source/default-document-library/australian-professional-standard-for-
principals-and-the-leadership-profiles652c8891b1e86477b58fff00006709da.pdf?sfvrsn=11c4ec3c_0 
 
1. For vision and values: 
 
• Principals model “learning for life” through their own professional practice and promote it actively in their 

interaction with students, staff, families and carers and the wider community. So, how serious do the participants 
take their own professional development to improve and develop their professional practice? And what sort of 

forums have our participants set and organised for staff, students and parents to promote ‘learning for life’? How 
does the school culture convey the message of ’learning for life’ whether it was the generic, unique or perceived 

modes of culture? 
• Principals inspire and motivate children and young people, staff and the school community and its partners and 

set high standards for every learner including students, staff and self. So, what tools have our participants 
developed (based on research and evidence school culture plays a significant role in increasing the productivity 

(Peterson and Deal, 2002) to motivate the staff for increased productivity, for parents and others to contribute 
positively to students achievements and outcomes and the learning for life concept, and for student to 
understand and realise the concept of lifelong learning and achieving educational targets? Through: unique and 

perceived cultures, communication,    
• Principals behave with integrity underpinned by moral purpose. They model values and ethical perspectives in 

relation to their own and the school’s practice and organisation. They promote democratic values including active 
citizenship and inclusion. So, based on the vision of the schools, the community, the MoE and the country: what 

personal and professional values and purposes underpin principals’ behaviour and attitude in their leadership 
and management?  

 

In the professional standards for principles (ADEC, 2013) 
https://www.adek.abudhabi.ae/en/Educators/GuidingTeachers/Pages/TeachersAndPrincipalsEvaluation.aspx 

The principal provides leadership and direction, within the framework of the ADEC Strategic Plan, enabling a shared 

vision for the school, and ensures that it is managed and organized to meet its aims and targets. 

The professional Standards for Principals are set in five areas. These five key areas, when taken together, represent 
the role of the principal. 

• Leading Strategically 

• Leading Teaching and Learning 

• Leading the Organization 

• Leading People 

• Leading the Community 

 
This is a critical step that will lead our nation in building a capable and sustainable workforce. 
The core purpose of the principal is to provide professional educational leadership and management for a school 

community, and to promote a commitment to all staff achieving high standards in all areas of the school’s work. The 
most important indicator is the extent to which the Principal leads the improvement of teaching and learning so that 
the students continue to improve their learning outcomes. 

 
The standards link with my research questions in the following way: For principals to develop and manage their own 
professional standards and of their teachers’: the professional knowledge, required skills and dispositions are 

what constitute the professional culture in a school.	
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Appendix 9 
‘Z’ Kindergarten – Ras Al-Khaimah  
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Multipurpose Hall 

Curriculum Enrichment 
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Training Room 

Teachers Break Room 
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Huda’s training Schedule The Accreditation Results 

 Training resources developed by teachers 

Professional Development 
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Appendix 10 
‘P’ Kindergarten Dubai 
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Before: 

After: 
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Improvements made in the kindergarten : Before and After 



	 224	

 
 
  

The Reception 
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UAE’s National Agenda  

Wadeema’s Law for Child Protection 

The Emirati School : The MoE’s Strategic Indicators 

Academic Outcomes : A 3-Years Statistics 
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  ‘P’ Kindergarten’s Organizational Structure Parent’s Satisfaction and Feedback 

Amna’s Office 
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Training and Professional Development rooms  
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The Reading Bus The Inner Playground 

The Hallways 
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Multipurpose Hall 
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Nurse Room Leading to Classes and Library 

Theatre Recycling for Science Projects 
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  KG Classes 
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The Library 
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Appendix 11 
 

 ‘S’ Kindergarten - Abu Dhabi 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
  

 
 

 

The Entrance 

The Administration 

The Reception 

The Training Room 
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Noorah’s Office 
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The Classes 
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The Children’s Work 
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The Theatre 
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  The Hallways 
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The Multipurpose Hall 

The Outer Playground 
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The Clinic 
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Kindergarten Academic Statistics 

Development Planning Based on Self-Evaluation 

Page 1 
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Huda 

  

 
 
 
 
 
Stage1: Formation 
Huda Felt upset and 
dismayed  
 
As a result, Huda 
thought and acted 
independently. 
 
Huda sought attention 
from teachers in 
school. 
 
Huda felt happy 
 
 
Huda wasn’t afraid 
of Disciplining  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Played practical jokes on 
students, teachers and 
principal 

 
 
 
Teachers loved Huda 
despite mischievous 
actions 

 
 
 
 

 
Elder sister received 
most of parents’ 
attention. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Acted mischievously 
 
  

   
 
 
 
The family/home 
 
 
 
 
The family/home 
 
 

In and out of class in Primary School 
 
 
In and out of class in Primary School 
 

 
 
 

In and out of class in Primary School 
 
 
In and out of class in Primary School 
 

Interaction	 Continuity	

Personal	 Social	 Past	 Present	 Future	

Situation/Place	

Appendix 12 
3-Dimensional Space Analysis 

Table 

Page 20 

	

 
 

  

Succession: Huda 
doubted the 
promotion, but 
confidently tried 
anyway 
 
 
Huda felt happy to 
have had convinced 
the officials of 
promising her the 
promotion the follwing 
year 
 
 
 
Huda felt happy and 
proud of her ability to 
convince the panel 
with her abilities and 
skills, for her to be 
worthy of promotion to 
principal  

 
 
 
 
 
 

The interviewers were 
impressed by Huda’s, 
disposition, confidence and 
answers and knowledge 

 
 

 
 
The interviewers were 
happy with Huda’s 
communication skills and 
conflict resolution 
strategies. 

Huda nominated 
herself to principal 
after year 
 
Huda answered all 
the questions of the 
interviewers with her 
knowledge gained 
from professional 
development and 
experience of field, 
but did not satisfy the 
2 years’ conditions 
for promotion 
 
Huda answered a 
question about 
conflict resolution 
with an unhappy 
parent 

  ‘Q’ kindergarten in remote area in Ras Al-
Khaimah 
 

 
 

Ras Al-Khaimah LEZ 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Huda gave the impression of her 
readiness, but noticing her appearance 
and interaction made her sound a bit over 
confident. Because there were no ill 
intentions and no grudges between her 
and Ras Al-Khaimah LEZ, they too this 
as a positive aspect of Huda. 

. 

. 

. 
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Data	management	and	analysis	process	
Three	interrelated	components:	Socialisation,	Career	trajectory,	Professional	identity	
	

1. First	Cycle:	Categorising	the	data	based	on	description,	concepts	and	themes.	
2. Second	Cycle:	Using	the	three-dimensional	space	structure	adapted	from	Clandinin	and	Connelly	(2000).		

	
Career	progress	path	(trajectory)	model:	Cycle	one	
	
Stage	1-Formation	

1. Socialisation	agency	
a. Family	

i. Childhood	
ii. Young	adulthood	

b. School	
i. Primary	
ii. Middle	
iii. Secondary	
iv. Higher	education	

2. Reference	groups	
a. Friends	
b. Peers	
c. Mentors	
d. Consciousness	shaping	media	

3. Establishment	to	employment	
a. Beginning	as	a	teacher	
b. Lower	Management	–	Pre-vice	principalship	
c. Development	
d. Facilitators/Successes/Turning	points	
e. Obstacles/Critical	incidents	

	
Stage	2-Accession	

1. Succession	
a. To	vice	principal	
b. Facilitators/Successes/Turning	points	
c. Obstacles/Critical	incidents	

2. Influence	of	professional	socialisation	processes	on	the	leadership	character	shaped:	
a. On	identities	
b. On	values	
c. On	leadership	style	

3. Selection	
a. To	principal	
b. Facilitators/Successes/Turning	points	
c. Obstacles/Critical	incidents	

	
Stage	3-Incumbency	

1. Induction/initiation	
2. Development	
3. Leadership	style	
4. Autonomy	
5. Role	mastery	
6. Facilitators/Successes/Turning	points	
7. Pressures/Tensions/Critical	incidents	
8. Influence	of	organisational	socialisation	processes:	

a. on	professional	identities	
b. on	career	paths	

	
Stage	4-Advancement	

1. Route1:	Disenchantment	threatening	to	divestiture	
2. Route2:	Enchantment	leading	to	Reinvention.	
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Appendix 13 
Huda: The High Flier on a Fast Track 

Context 
Huda and I started our first meeting at 9:00 a.m. on May 2016 at her office at the ‘Z’ kindergarten in Ras Al-Khaimah 
City. Upon entering the gate, I noticed that the kindergarten building was old, but well maintained. The air-
conditioned reception area had a calm and welcoming atmosphere. The displays on the walls were full of 
information and children’s work and activities. I could smell the beautiful traditional bakhoor in the hall before I 
looked at the receptionist, who greeted me with a smile. I smiled and greeted her, and then told her about my 
appointment with the principal. She asked me to have a seat and went to remind Huda of our meeting.  
 
After a few minutes, the receptionist came and took me to Huda’s office. After welcoming me, Huda introduced 
herself again, and so did I. Huda’s office was very clean and tidy. Behind her neatly organised desk was a big 
window overlooking the inner playground. On the two walls, adjacent to Huda’s desk, were cupboards full of 
trophies, certificates and awards. I sat and started preparing the voice recording device while one of the support 
staff entered with a tray of Gahwah (Arabic coffee), sandwiches and sweets, as a gesture of hospitality. 
 
Huda and I went through the information letter again and discussed the purpose of my study, after which she signed 
the informed consent. But before starting our conversation, Huda surprised me by asking about my life story. Both 
of us started laughing, and then I told her about my academic and professional background. Huda said that she 
was, too, in the midst of writing her MEd dissertation and inquired about references for postgraduate research. I 
promised her some books and brought them on my second visit (interim research texts based on field notes, May 
2016). 
 
I met Huda three times in her office in May and June before the school’s summer holiday. These meetings ranged 
from an hour and half to two hours. I also visited her twice at her house during the winter holiday, the first time 
because she had undergone medical treatment. Huda insisted that we could discuss any possible clarifications 
related to my study, but I completely refused to do that. My purpose of visiting Huda was to wish her good health, 
and ethically, I did not feel comfortable talking about my study even when she was kind enough to offer the time 
for it. Only after she reassured me that she was in good health did we agree to meet on 27th December 2016 to 
continue our conversation.  
 
Huda always spoke in a gentle and confident tone while smiling and giving the impression that nothing was 
impossible for the ambitious and hardworking individuals. I admit that her positive and hopeful disposition revived 
my hope to get through my overwhelming personal and professional commitments and deadlines. 
 
When Huda started telling me her personal life stories and detailed her career progress, I began to understand her 
forward-looking and ambitious leadership character. I noticed, from her stories, that her awareness of her self-
image and self-esteem reflected her identity, working style and values (interim research text based on field notes, 
27th December 2016). 
 
Ras Al-Khaimah is a northern emirate on the coast of the Arabian Gulf. Huda, principal of ‘Z’ kindergarten on the 
outskirts of Ras Al-Khaimah City, was selected by her cluster manager to participate in my study. ‘Z’ kindergarten 
had three KG1 and three KG2 classes with a total of 150 students. There were five administrators, six class 
teachers, 2 teachers for the English language and five support staff. 
 
      (Researcher journal, field notes: May 2016) 
 
Family, childhood and school/university stories  
A. Leader in the making 
Huda was 42 years old at the time of the interview, and the mother of five. Her childhood stories, funny and full of 
frustrations, reflected the 1970’s context of the young and fast-developing UAE. These stories of the UAE’s history 
and national society were re-told and re-lived by Huda, and showed how the values of her ancestors and tribal 
lineage were continuously re-lived daily. 
 
Ras Al-Khaimah is an Emirate where tribal solidarity is strong (Hawker 2011), and where Huda’s father, a well-
known, wealthy businessman, was a respected tribal member. He had two wives, both nationals, who each had 
five children. Huda was the third child of the second wife. She spoke of being close to all her siblings. In their home, 
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Huda’s elder sister received most of her parents’ attention. Huda mentioned that to overcome her frequent feelings 
of dismay, she would seek attention in her primary school. She laughed and said, ‘I started thinking and acting in 
an independent way. I acted mischievously and played jokes on the girls, on my teachers and sometimes on the 
principal. I felt happy!’ When I was surprised that Huda was not afraid of her teachers and principal disciplining her, 
she answered, ‘No! I didn’t feel afraid; in fact, my teachers loved my jolly personality’. 
 
Huda spoke fondly of her father and described him as a caring and loving personality. I observed this fondness 
through her words and facial gestures. She explained, ‘We did not feel afraid of him even if we made mistakes. He 
would redirect us calmly, and sometimes teach us lessons using poetry and traditional songs’. 
 
Huda thought that her parents had strong leadership characteristics, but in contrast to her father’s personality, 
Huda spoke of her mother as being a ‘very firm, somewhat autocratic and short-tempered’ personality. Huda shared 
many stories of her mother influencing her choice of friends and limiting her to befriending high achievers, of her 
mother controlling her choice of extracurricular activities in school. Huda indicated that ‘academics were a priority 
in schools’. 
 
The forceful, domineering decisions of Huda’s mother made her daughter feel restricted and frustrated. Huda said: 
 

I rebelled against my mother’s decisions and wishes. I started making decisions without 
her involvement, such as participating in school events. I encouraged my friends to visit 
neighbourhoods a bit farther away during religious celebrations such as Eid2. 

 
As we talked, I learned that Huda was close to her friends and they often shared ambitious study plans, 
which excited Huda. She said: 
 

I saw these plans as opportunities for studying abroad and acquiring independence and success 
as a physician. However, I did not study hard enough because I was discouraged by my mother’s 
extreme firmness, who had high expectations for my education. 

 
A Paradox of ambition, leading to success, limited by culture 
Our conversation about Huda’s higher education made me realise the complex situation that created a push-and-
pull puzzlement over her future. Huda’s family valued education and knowledge, whether academic, religious or 
cultural. Huda’s father always advised his children to strive for excellence; continue their education; and become 
responsible, sincere and hardworking citizens. Huda, however, mentioned her father’s view of his daughters 
working: 
 

He did not see the necessity for us to work. If we did, he wouldn’t allow any profession other 
than teaching. In our discussions, he justified his view as teaching being the most suitable 
profession for women. 
 

I also learned from Huda that most of her friends worked in education for the same reasons. Huda decided to 
study early childhood education, ‘I was interested in learning about children’s learning and child psychology. I felt 
connected and related to this knowledge’. She also spoke affectionately about visualising herself benefitting as a 
future mother. 
 
Reflecting on her childhood and stories, Huda admitted that, after becoming a mother, she began to understand 
her parents’ intentions. She said, ‘In spite of the cultural limitations that they imposed on me, I started to realise 
the reasons behind their firmness and restrictions, like harsh discipline and debatable traditions’. 
 
Huda valued her profound relationship with her parents. She said, ‘I am proud of my parents, and I feel grateful for 
their love and care throughout the years’. Huda laughed as she expressed her view on raising children, ‘I prefer 
the way my father raised us, and I try to raise my children in the same way. I think I have inherited a mix of 
characteristics from both of my parents’. 
 
      (Researcher journal, Transcript: May, 2016) 
 

                                                
2	A Muslim festival, in particular Eid al-Fitr or Eid al-Adha (Oxford dictionary, 2017).	
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Establishment to employment: becoming a teacher  
Huda graduated in 1998 with a Bachelor’s Degree in early childhood education. As she shared stories of her 
employment and development, I began to understand how she started discovering her potential leadership skills, 
and how she used the challenges and turning points in her life as stepping stones to successful leadership and 
advancement. 
 
Huda was offered a teaching position at the ‘Q’ kindergarten in a remote area in Ras Al-Khaimah. She told me 
about the first obstacle at the beginning of her career: 

 
My father disagreed with my mother about me working in a remote area. He was worried about 
travel and my safety. I was surprised to learn that my mother did not mind. She believed girls 
should work to become independent, and she managed to convince him! I was very happy! This 
was the time when I started to consider my mother from a new angle. Mother supported me 
throughout my career and I will never forget it! 

 
After her father agreed, Huda started teaching in 2000. She laughed when she told me about her influence 
on them, ‘within seven years at ‘Q’, all of my colleagues were driving’. 
 
Huda described her journey into PD: ‘I attended many PD programmes and workshops offered by the MoE and 
other private institutes’. She also passed Test of English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL). I observed Huda’s 
excitement while she told me the story of her being given an award for excellent teachers — her first professional 
success: 
 

Our principal encouraged me to participate in the Sheikh Hamdan Bin Rashid Award for excellent 
teachers, and I got the award. I felt very happy and proud and considered this award a turning point 
in my career. After receiving the award, I started thinking and planning for my development and 
promotion. 

 
As a teacher, Huda actively sought to help children improve in their behaviour and learning. She initiated learning 
and development workshops for parents, and became the head of the Parents Teachers Association (PTA) at ‘Q’. 
Huda spoke of her duty towards the children and their parents: ‘I felt obliged to raise awareness among parents as 
part of my personal and professional responsibility towards the children’. 
 
During her seven years of teaching, Huda worked hard on fulfilling the criteria for promotion to vice principal. After 
nominating herself, she was promoted to a vice principal position at ‘Q’ kindergarten. 

 
Succession: becoming a vice principal 
Increasingly motivated by success, Huda aspired for progress and leadership. But she revealed her first 
disappointment in this story: ‘I found out that the role of vice principal was mainly to complete office and 
administrative work. It lacked features of leadership such as strategy, improvement and change management. I 
hated routine and administrative paperwork’. 
 
So, Huda decided to nominate herself for principal position after only a year in her role as vice principal. She spoke 
of her doubts in getting the promotion, but she confidently tried anyway. The interview panel was impressed with 
Huda’s disposition, confidence and well-informed answers, and agreed to promote her to a principal upon 
completing a second year as vice principal. The story of her interview for promotion made me realise her self-
confidence and good communication skills: 

 
On the day the interviews were scheduled, I went to the Ras Al-Khaimah Local Educational Zone 
(LEZ) and requested the secretary to list my name on the interview sheet. She was surprised 
because I had only completed one year in vice principalship and, according to the rules, I needed 
one more year. I requested that she let me try speaking with the interview panel.  

 
By now, from her stories, I realised Huda’s self-confidence and good communication skills. So I was not surprised 
that the secretary agreed to give her the chance to talk to the interviewers. The panel reviewers agreed to interview 
her and were impressed by her disposition, confidence and well-informed answers. Huda said: 
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The interviewers were happy with my answers about communication skills and conflict resolution 
strategies. My answers reflected the knowledge I had gained from my experience in the field and 
my professional development. But they could not promote me that year because I did not satisfy 
the two years’ conditions for promotion, and vacancies were scarce in Ras Al-Khaimah. 

 
Huda expressed her happiness when the panel suggested that she work as an acting principal for a year in her 
current ‘Q’ kindergarten, as the principal had resigned, before being promoted the following year. 
 

 
Selection 
Huda worked as the acting principal for a year in ‘Q’ kindergarten and recalled the challenges she faced: ‘I found 
this role to be a great challenge; it was the most difficult experience of my life. I had to do the work of three people: 
principal, vice principal and secretary’. 
 
Incumbency  
A. Becoming a competent and autonomous principal 
Huda spoke of her delight at receiving a phone call from the Local Education Zone (LEZ) informing her that the 
principal of ‘Z’ kindergarten had resigned, which was close to her neighbourhood. She said, ‘Alhamdulillah, I was 
excited to transfer there!’ Here, Huda was tested in her leadership and communication skills. She spoke of the first 
reactions of ‘Z’ kindergarten’s teachers and administrators: 
 

Teaching staff were doubtful at first, but, then they showed preparedness to start a constructive 
relationship. However, the administrative staff was not so happy. They wanted their vice principal 
to become their principal. To some of them, I was from a different tribe’. 

 
Huda told me about her efforts to form a good professional relationship with the LEZ and how she managed to 
convince them to approve a big budget for major maintenance work in the building: ‘The LEZ approved one million 
Dirhams for the maintenance (approximately 200,000 GBP) as the building was old and needed a lot of work. The 
staff felt happy because the building had lacked maintenance for the past 15 years’. Huda also put all administrative 
and academic systems in place, took care of the resources and budget and started training the teachers and 
administration staff. Huda described her work style: ‘The first year was very stressful and required huge amount of 
work and efforts. After training my staff, I delegated duties and tasks to them because I believed that everyone 
should know their duties and accept responsibility to fulfil them’.  
 
When I asked Huda about the MoE and the public’s dissatisfaction with the work of principals, she replied: ‘Many 
principals did not put similar efforts in their schools, either because they were not skilled or knowledgeable enough 
or because they lacked support and recognition, and the salary is the same for all’. 
 
I asked Huda whether being a senior leader challenged her educational values. She replied: 
  

No, because I remembered my previous role as a teacher at the beginning of my career, the values, 
ethics, struggles and responsibilities of teaching. That is why I supported the teachers, trained them 
and continued to mentor them. I think I was suited for the role. 

 
Huda aspired to distinction and progress throughout her career. Professionalism, strategic leadership and positive 
constructive communication and relationships became important aspects of leadership that Huda sought to 
develop. I recognised that as she described her experiences in academic accreditation: 
 

When the academic accreditation started in 2006, a team of nationals and foreign consultants came 
to our kindergarten for inspection and evaluation. My team and I were ready. I worked with them all 
year round to satisfy the evaluation criteria as part of our regular self-evaluation. So, when we knew 
about the inspection, I calmed my anxious staff and encouraged them to feel confident and perform 
their work the usual way. 
 

I learned, however, that when the accreditation team started its inspection, Huda and her team felt uncomfortable. 
Huda said, ‘We were inspected by foreigners who didn’t know us. So, we felt worried, but Alhamdulillah, they gave 
us a “Highly Effective” rating in the areas of leadership and children’s personal development, and “Effective” in the 
areas of students’ academic outcomes, school-community partnerships, school culture, classroom environment 
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and the use of educational resources and technology’. Huda and her team were very happy, and described 
communication with the accreditation team as ‘positive and constructive’. In terms of the improvement required for 
the effective employment of classroom resources and the integration of technology, Huda explained: 
 

The improvement required updating the teachers’ knowledge by providing more programmes and 
workshops in PD. It also required providing sufficient resources, but the budget was inadequate. I 
started sending requests to officials, community members and institutions to contribute to our 
school with financial support and resources, and, Alhamdulillah, we got it. I also reviewed the 
curriculum and improved some limitations such as the need to teach English and the enrichment of 
the Islamic studies. 

 
Huda was motivated to achieve more successes and to contribute to positive change and development. She told 
me about some of her suggestions and initiatives: 
 

I asked the LEZ to let me help other kindergartens in improvement and development, but my 
teachers do not want me to leave the kindergarten. They are happy with my leadership and are 
appreciative of my support. I also organised and sponsored a leadership workshop that cost around 
25,000 dirhams (5,320 GBP) for all practitioners in Ras-Alkhaimah, and I invited a well-known 
national trainer. Attendees came from all over the Emirates. 

 
When I asked about the reason for spending substantial personal money, Huda replied: ‘I valued raising awareness 
in all aspects of education’. 
 
During our conversations, I wondered about the empowerment that Huda’s teachers felt, which I sensed as Huda 
told me her stories of motivation and encouragement: 
 

I tried to build consistent positive communication and a supportive relationship with my teachers 
based on mutual trust and fairness, by giving them feedback after my regular visits to their 
classrooms. I don’t blame them for their mistakes or limitations; rather I take them by the hand and 
help them improve. I ask my teachers to record their work for the whole year on CDs, and then 
invite them to watch their CDs together, so that everyone learns collaboratively. I think that this idea 
motivated them a lot. 

 
B. Co-operation with extended community 
Huda and I talked about collaboration with the parents and the extended community, and she gave me examples 
of public and private institutes offering awareness programmes and PD workshops. Some parents volunteer to 
participate in kindergarten activities, and attend some classroom activities to understand how to support their 
children at home. 
 
C. Duty of care outside working hours 
Huda also demonstrated her concern for children’s personal well-being even outside the kindergarten. She said: 
 

The mother of Ahmed in KG-2 died in a car accident, and he lived with his stepmother. I felt that 
Ahmed was being neglected at home, so I continued to communicate with the stepmother and 
stepsister and explained to them Ahmed’s needs. I counselled them about the virtues and blessings 
of taking care of an orphan in Islam. After a while, the family started taking better care of Ahmed. I 
even attended the court sessions of Ahmed’s custody to offer him support, and I gave him my 
personal phone number in case he needed anything. 

 
Interruption in progress and an opportunity for reinvention 
In her continued quest for career advancement, Huda nominated herself, she nominated herself three times for the 
role of cluster manager. Huda was shocked to learn that she had been rejected because she was a kindergarten 
principal, and that the review committee doubted her academic and professional capabilities in managing schools 
other than kindergartens. Huda told me, ‘I answered all the interview questions correctly. It is micropolitics and 
discrimination in favour of others. I sent a grievance letter to the minister and requested him to investigate. It is 
unfair’. 
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Huda turned this disappointment into an opportunity for advancement. She listed her achievements to me with 
pride: 
 

I received several educational awards: Sheikh Suood Alqasimi’s award in Ras Alkhaimah, Sheikh 
Sultan Alqasimi’s award in Sharjah. I started my MEd and my mother offered her help in taking care 
of my young children. I am grateful for her role in my life. 

 
When I visited Huda in December-2016, she had just completed her MEd. Huda, her family and staff were all very 
happy and proud of her achievement. Huda expressed confidently, ‘I believe that achievements and successes are 
the greatest motivators’. 
 
Huda tried to change her career specialisation during advancement. She spoke of her experience during the 2015 
UAE Federal National Council (FNC) elections: 
 

I entered elections for the membership of FNC. My husband, parents and kindergarten staff 
supported me because they appreciated my work with them and the children. I did not win, but I 
got the second highest votes in female nominees. Yet it was a fruitful experience to try again in the 
future. 

 
During alternating stories of successes, challenges and critical incidents, Huda mentioned that her position as a 
principal was jeopardised, as to become a permanent principal position she needed to lead a kindergarten that had 
more than 200 children. Huda expressed her frustration upon finding out this shocking fact: 
 

I blamed the previous cluster manager for not helping me in this problem. The solution could have 
been in referring my case to the senior official or transferring me to a bigger kindergarten. 

 
Huda considered that often the MoE had had a negative impact on her career, which had demotivated her and 
even led her to consider retiring. However, her mother persuaded her not to do so. Then, she smiled and told me 
the recent happy news of a promotion: 
  

All my family encouraged me to continue working and investing in my knowledge and experience, 
and finally now I am nominated to become ‘first principal’; a new position for leading a group of 
Kindergartens in Ras Alkhaimah. 

 
When I asked Huda about others who served as role models in her life, she mentioned: 
 
Sheikhah Fatimah Bint Mubaarak, the wife of the late ruler Sheikh Zayed. She is one of the great supporters of 
women and their contribution to society. Also, Dr. Rodha Almutawwa, who was a renowned female leader (Gulf 
News 2010). 
 
Living by knowledge and experience, hope and perseverance 
When I asked Huda about how she had planned for her career, she replied, ‘I believe only 30 per cent was my 
planning, and 70 per cent is from Allah’. As Huda’s life story unfolded, she She viewed progress as a linear process 
that could be easily pursued with knowledge, experience, determination, hopefulness and hard work. This coherent 
narrative was abruptly interrupted when she was repeatedly disallowed a promotion. Only then did Huda start to 
make real sense of perseverance and alternatives as ways of rebuilding the coherence of her narrative. I felt that 
Huda had developed an innately richer perspective, stronger motivation and ambition, and a deeper meaning of 
advancement when she continued: ‘I think that success fuels your ambition and determination, and encourages 
you to gain more successes, regardless of occasional discouragement from people around you’. 
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Appendix 14 
Amna: The Success Seeker 

Context 
The principal of ‘P’ kindergarten in Dubai, Amna, was selected for my research by her cluster manager. We agreed 
to meet in her office at 9:00 a.m. ‘P’ kindergarten is located near Dubai Airport in one of the first urban 
neighbourhoods built in Dubai, an old neighbourhood inhabited largely by non-nationals. Although considered old, 
it has been well planned and maintained by Dubai Municipality. It used to accommodate mostly indigenous families, 
but today many have relocated in newer localities and rented their houses to large numbers of expatriates. 
 
As I entered the neighbourhood, a flashback of sweet memories reminded me of many families and friends I had 
visited during my childhood and I noticed the big change in demographics as I observed the residents on the streets 
and in the shops. When I arrived at the kindergarten, I saw an educational building similar to the ones we had in 
the 1980s. Colourful images of alphabetical letters and cartoon characters were displayed on the outer sides of its 
walls. Inside the kindergarten on one side I saw a clean, tidy playground with some play equipment and garden 
seats and, on the other side, I saw builders carrying out some repair work. The reception area was a cool, tidy hall 
with a TV screen mounted on one of its walls displaying the educational vision and a roll of children’s pictures. The 
receptionist smiled and welcomed me when I requested to meet the principal. As I waited on the black leather sofa, 
I travelled back in time to my school years and smiled when I remembered in the schools I studied in, all the 
playgrounds were unshaded and there was no play equipment installed. I recalled how we, as students, wished for 
completely shaded and fully air-conditioned buildings, such as this one, especially in the summer. 
 
There are seven kindergarten one and seven kindergarten two classes with a total of 288 students. The school 
team comprises five administrators, fifteen teachers and thirteen support staff. 

(Researcher journal and field notes, May 2016) 
 
Family, childhood and school/university stories 

A. Discovering the self 
Amna was 46 years at the time of the interview, the second in a family of 10 children. Despite being illiterate, 
Amna’s parents were, they were both good at art and calculations. Amna’s father worked in a real estate business 
and liked to draw. Amna’s mother was talented in arts and crafts and helped her husband with his financial 
calculations. According to Amna, she and her siblings developed the same kinds of talents and skills from an early 
age. I noticed how fondly Amna talked about her father and his strong love for his children ‘My father liked to spoil 
us, unlike my mother who was firmer and very disciplined. My mother adhered to religion and traditions more than 
my father, but they both loved us very much’. Amna admired the way her parents raised them: ‘I learned to raise 
my own children in the same way’. 
 
I noticed the strong ties within Amna’s extended family, as she recounted her childhood stories. Amna liked to play 
‘school’ daily with her sisters and cousins, always insisting on taking the teacher’s role. She laughed, ‘I had a sense 
of leadership from an early age’. Amna described herself as a quiet student in primary school. She did not like to 
participate in class and recalled that one of the reasons was her short-sightedness. Only in grade five did Amna’s 
struggle end, because she was finally prescribed a pair of glasses. Amna smiled, ‘I consider this to be the first 
turning point in my learning. I was in grade 6 when my grades started improving. Especially in mathematics, I 
started getting full marks’. Teachers noticed the sudden rise in Amna’s level of attainment, and their encouragement 
boosted her motivation and ambition. This was, as Amna said ‘The beginning of my love for studying and teaching 
mathematics’. 
 
Amna described how her mother would train her children to be independent in all daily matters, including their 
studies, and would instruct the older children to support the younger ones in their school work. Amna’s love for her 
family made her continue supporting her siblings even during her final school year, she said: 
 

I passed my final year in secondary with good grades. Alhamdulilah, I entered 
the college of education and my mother was very happy because I was the first 
one in my family to go to university and my parents had high expectations for my 
future. 

 
Amna’s parents valued education and were happy for their children to complete their schooling successfully, but 
they would not pressure them to obtain high grades. Amna admired her parents’ strong, yet wise, humble and 
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loving personalities, and how they led their family by practising the values and teachings of their religion, Islam, 
and their traditional values. To Amna, it demonstrated leadership by example, something that she learned and 
practised within her family.         
 

B. Entering university 
In1988, Amna majored in mathematics for primary years in UAE University in Al-Ain. Amna said she was shocked 
when she realised how difficult it was to study mathematics in English. She even considered changing her 
specialisation from mathematics to fine arts, her favourite hobby. But her mother managed to convince her to work 
harder: 
 

My mother did not want me to give up on my dream of becoming a maths teacher. She 
believed in my abilities. I worked harder and continued to pass the mathematics modules, 
but I faced the challenge of memorisation in the humanities and social sciences modules. 
I hated memorisation. 

 
Amna graduated from the university in 1992 and was the only national mathematics teacher appointed in Dubai 
public primary schools in 1993. 
         (Transcript, May 2016) 
 
Establishment of employment: becoming a teacher 

A. In search of autonomy and competence  
As Amna began to tell me her teaching stories and her stories of teaching, I realised her disappointment as a 
passionate novice teacher in the first ‘T’ primary school. The principal gave Amna 12 sessions a week and asked 
her to take on many non-teaching duties, such as sharing the canteen responsibility with other colleagues. With a 
light schedule, Amna hoped she could learn from other experienced teachers by attending their classes, but the 
principal would not facilitate this. Amna remembered her frustration then: 
 

I was a new teacher and I wanted to learn how to teach well. How can I learn from others if I 
won’t get a chance to observe them in their classes? 
 

The following year, when allocated the same number of duties, Amna refused, saying, ‘I was polite but I needed to 
take a firm stance in this situation’. The principal considered Amna’s refusal a challenge to her authority and 
threatened to transfer her to another school. Amna accepted the transfer because she felt that she did not belong 
at ‘T’ school. 
 
The LEZ transferred her to a intermediate school instead. Amna tried to change this decision, ‘I liked to teach 
primary age children, but the advisor at the LEZ had already nominated me to teach intermediate-school 
mathematics based on my performance evaluation’. Moreover, there were no other vacancies, so Amna had to 
accept the transfer to ‘G’ intermediate school for girls after completing only one year in primary teaching. 
 

B. Learning to manage change 
In all our conversations, I realised that Amna’s multiple transfers throughout her career had established a strong 
plotline of change management, coupled with continuous development in her profession and leadership. This was 
evident in all of the stories she told. 
 
Amna felt she was not ready to teach in a intermediate school but, to her surprise, working in ‘G’ school became a 
turning point in her career as ‘It was a leap to excellence’: 
 

It was a completely different induction than the previous one. The principal welcomed me, 
introduced me to the math team and gave me a light schedule so that I could visit other classes 
to observe and learn. I was happy, but I was overwhelmed with the difference of age in my 
students. I had teenagers, and they needed a different way of interaction and teaching. Later, I 
found the change easier than I thought after I befriended the girls and, in return, won their love 
and enthusiasm for math, Alhamdulillah. 

 
Amna continued to develop through investing in her skills and abilities. She showed creativity by integrating art and 
Information and Communication Technology (ICT) in her mathematic lessons. This led the principal and LEZ 
advisor to ask her to give demo lessons first to her colleagues and then to teachers and principals of other schools 
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in Dubai and the Northern Emirates. ‘These sessions helped me confront my fears, and the empowering principal’s 
praising comments motivated me and boosted my self-confidence. 
 
Amna took her first steps towards middle management by assisting the vice principal in management tasks. During 
a visit to ‘G’ school, the LEZ director attended one of Amna’s PowerPoint presentations and nominated her to teach 
in secondary schools. This sudden promotion scared Amna and she did all she could to change this decision:  

 
I had completed six years in ‘G’ school … I was comfortable and settled at ‘G’ 
school. I felt competent and had experience in teaching intermediate years …why 
change?’ and I was not ready at all for this change because I had two young 
daughters and I had only just delivered a baby. But my husband encouraged me 
to accept the transfer because he trusted my abilities as did the director of LEZ’. 

 
Amna finally accepted the transfer in 2000 to ‘N’ secondary school, the same school where she had completed her 
prior studies. 
 

C. Becoming an agent of change and preparing to lead 
The principal at ‘N’ school had a welcoming attitude. She knew about Amna’s personal reasons for resisting the 
nomination and assured her support. She gave Amna a limited number of grade 10 teaching sessions, and a 
breastfeeding hour per day. Amna was welcomed by the other teachers who remembered her as one of their ‘good 
students’. She was soon nominated as a member of the ‘Committee of Creativity and Excellence’ and was asked, 
with other colleagues, to disseminate the good teaching and learning practices. The principal enrolled the 
committee members in PD courses to develop their skills and knowledge of the new duties they were assigned as 
teacher-leaders. 
 
Amna also shared some stories of leadership challenges she faced in ‘N’ school. The principal made her the 
mathematics coordinator of a team whose members were more experienced and much older than her. The older 
colleagues still believed in the traditional ‘book and desk’ ways of teaching. But in her special IT-equipped subject 
classroom, Amna could engage her students more engaged in her artistic and IT integrated sessions. They also 
benefited from the extra support sessions and revision booklets she volunteered to give them. 
 
Parents started asking for their daughters to move to Amna’s classes. The quality of teaching raised the level of 
attainment and, according to Amna, increased the percentage of girls passing mathematics in her classes 
compared to those of other colleagues. This generated jealousy amongst the team. Amna, however, felt above 
this: ‘Their comments did not bother me because the principal was happy and confident in my work. She asked me 
to review the math teaching practices and suggest possible improvements’. 
 
After a year, Amna was transferred again to a new school that had just opened: the ‘B’ mixed (intermediate and 
secondary) school. Amna did not mind because ‘B’ school was close to her parents’ home, which made it easier 
for her to deposit the children on her way to school. 
 
The ‘B’ school principal founded the ’Committee for Strategic Planning’, selecting Amna as a member. Amna 
considered this committee membership to be another turning point in her career, and she admired the principal’s 
leadership style, communication skills and mentoring: 
 

I liked working in ‘B’ school. Our principal connected with us straightaway. I called her ‘the good 
listener’. She observed the readiness in her teachers to develop their skills. She shared 
leadership with her teachers and delegated many tasks. She discussed with me many ideas 
such as preparing an appreciation plan for motivating the teachers. 

 
Teachers in this school would stay late to help the principal lay the foundation for many functions and activities. 
Amna believed that teachers and administrators in this school were sincere in their work. They worked hard ‘as if 
the school was our own’. 
 
During her two years at ‘B’ school, Amna was encouraged by the principal to apply for vice principalship. Amna 
passed the interviews and was promoted to a vice principal position in 2003. Amna told me that she considered 
vice principalship only a pathway for becoming a principal. To her, leadership meant improving the quality of 
teaching, facilitating progressive learning and empowering teachers to initiate meaningful educational projects and 
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fruitful learning activities for better outcomes. Listening to Amna’s stories of development, I began to see how her 
fear of change transformed into personal and professional competence in change management, which eventually 
resulted in a successful accession.       

(Transcript, June 2016) 
 
Accession and excelling in change management 
Amna shared her stories about becoming a vice principal in two contextually different schools, and both were 
challenging ‘I had no solution but to prepare myself for yet another ‘quest’, said Amna laughingly. 
 

A. School ‘L’ 
Due to lack of vacancies for vice principals, the LEZ appointed Amna to ‘L’ primary school for boys, which had only 
five classes and 120 students, in a remote area populated by a Bedouin community. Amna had never worked in a 
Bedouin community, nor had she worked in a boys’ school. Amna faced two additional challenges in ‘L’ school: 
she had to work with a domineering principal who did not believe in building approachable relationships with her 
staff ‘The principal’s first advice to me was “Forget that you were a teacher”. I was very surprised: How could I 
undo an important part of my identity? I always believed it was important to build constructive relationships with 
the teachers through positive communication’. 
 
With time, Amna built a good relationship with the principal, but she did not like the way the latter interacted with 
her teachers, ‘She was autocratic and demeaning to her staff. I did not feel comfortable in such an environment. I 
advised her to be kind with the teachers and respect them if she wanted a positive and productive environment’. 
In 2005, after working there for two years, Amna requested a transfer to a school closer to her home to benefit 
from her family’s support. 
 

B. School ‘O’ 
In 2007, Amna was transferred to ‘O’, a boy’s primary school with 300 students in a socially problematic area. I 
noticed that Amna had become more confident and optimistic about facing new challenges. She considered the 
positive outcomes of such achievements as a measure for competence. Amna spoke of the shock she faced on 
her first day in ‘O’ school: 
 

When I entered the gate, I saw an ambulance. Oh, Allah, blood was everywhere in the reception 
area. This is a completely different challenge!  

 
Amna agreed to stay in ‘O’ school on the condition that the principal agreed to all her suggestions for improvements 
in the buildings and systems to enhance the efficiency and effectiveness of administrative work. The desperate 
principal agreed immediately. Amna worked for two years in ‘O’ school during which time she was greatly 
appreciated. I could see that Amna had developed a great sense of self-efficacy, ‘The principal thought I deserved 
more than “excellent” in the performance evaluation … that made me proud and happy’. In that year, Amna 
nominated herself for a principal’s position. After a successful interview, Amna was promoted to principalship of 
‘M’ mixed school for girls in a remote area. This time, Amna surprised them by asking to lead a kindergarten. She 
felt tired and, although she was ready for a new challenge, she said: 
 

I thought of working in a less challenging place and, at the same time, carry on with 
my family responsibilities. Initially, the LEZ official refused my request and warned 
me that leading ‘M’ school was the only chance for her to become a principal. I was 
tired, and my family needed my attention, but they disagreed on offering me a 
position that meant a demotion. 

 
C. School ‘M’ 

Amna had to accept, but she managed to get a promise for a transfer as soon as there was a vacancy close to her 
neighbourhood or a kindergarten. Amna started working in ‘M’ school in 2008 and, as usual, assessed the needs, 
established the systems and started training her staff for handling the different age groups in the school, ‘I believed 
that these tasks were the backbone of the leadership and management role’. 
 
Amna completed the first term at ‘M’ school, after which she heard of a vacancy in a kindergarten. ‘I immediately 
called the LEZ to remind them of their promise. They agreed and I became the principal of ‘P’ kindergarten’. 
         (Transcript, June 2016) 
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Incumbency: transformation empowered by leadership 
During her initial visit, Amna was dismayed by the state of the building, ‘It looked like a desert… then, a 24-year-
old and neglected building (34 now) with two dead coconut trees at the entrance gate, dirty play sand and some 
old tires. I immediately knew what change I would introduce: cut those two trees’. Amna sympathised with the 
kindergarten team, as she said, ‘Many did not like what I had done, but I wanted to send the message for my staff 
of the change process that was about to start in all areas of the kindergarten …I don’t blame them; until that year 
we did not have sufficient budgets in schools. Now, every year the MoE decides to demolish the building, but they 
change their minds. The ‘P’ kindergarten team kept a low profile and did not participate in any activities or events. 
However, I noticed later that they were very organised in their administrative and academic work’. 
 
Amna praised her predecessor for her warm welcome, ‘She took me around and offered to brief me about the 
teachers and other staff members. I thanked her, but preferred to assess the staff myself’. The next day, Amna 
requested that the Dubai municipality provide clean sand and cut the coconut trees. Teachers were shocked to 
see such a prompt action. I saw the differences in the state and organisation of the kindergarten building before 
and after Amna’s principalship in photographs. 
 
Despite this strong start, Amna felt unexpectedly overwhelmed about the interaction with very young children. Her 
academic assistant reassured her and advised her saying, ‘interact with the children like you do with your youngest 
son’. Amna started reading extensively about early childhood education and reviewed the early years’ MoE 
curriculum provided by the Kindergarten Development Center (KDC). She started to change her mindset, 
terminology and communication methods to meet the requirements of her new role. 
 

A. A Story of collaboration, learning and improvement 
As we discussed inspections in the UAE public schools in 2007, I learned that English became a compulsory 
subject from kindergarten two onwards. When Amna became the principal of ‘P’ kindergarten in January 2008, she 
realised that teaching English was a challenge for the teachers and the students: 
  

We lacked the knowledge, skills and experience of teaching English as a foreign language. So, 
I contacted a colleague in a private English-speaking school to help us by organising some 
classroom visits for my teachers and students in her school, and evaluation of the children’s 
learning outcomes. She welcomed the idea. It was an excellent collaboration and I really felt 
grateful for her valuable support’. 

 
B. Follower-centred working style of leadership 

Amna started leading ‘P’ kindergarten in January 2008. That year, KHDA took responsibility for the inspection of 
all Dubai schools. Improvement became a necessity. Amna’s care for her teachers and her belief in building positive 
relationships with them was evident in her stories of postponing her first official meeting and interacting with them 
informally at first. Amna sympathised with the older teachers in their decisions to retire due to their fear of change. 
She promised the teachers to postpone all classroom visits until they had overcome their anxiety and prepared 
themselves for an observation, reassuring them of her full support in mentoring them throughout the improvement 
process. Amna described the first official meeting with her staff: 
 

We were all waiting for the meeting. I needed to know their views and to understand the culture 
of the place. I stressed the importance of professional commitment and discipline. 

 
Amna advised her management team to provide teachers with constructive criticism instead of blaming them for 
their limitations. Amna admitted that she was firm at times. She said: 
 

Some new teachers felt upset during our conversations. But the old staff were familiar with my 
working style and understood my targets. I always listened to my staff, empathised with them, 
tried to help them with their problems and to overcome their challenges. 

 
Amna’s great admiration for her academic assistant’s skill and knowledge showed as she said:‘She had the 
background knowledge of ‘P’ kindergarten and the curriculum, and knew the teachers’. Amna wrote personal 
comments during classroom observations to guide her teachers and used her authority to motivate them. 
          (Transcript, May–June 2016) 
 
Interruptions in Amna’s path towards excellence 
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A. Different practices and criteria for performance evaluations  
In our third conversation, Amna shared her stories of inspection and accreditation by the KHDA and the MoE as 
part of the education reform in 2007. When KHDA took over the supervision of all Dubai schools, public and private. 
Amna said: 
 

The government noticed that public schools were stagnating, so changes needed to start 
immediately. Inspections started in October and principals had to join some PD 
programmes/workshops in the summer. English-language proficiency became significant for 
leaders and teachers. 

 
Amna explained that schools were not prepared for the inspections’ criteria: 
 

Time was short and principals felt anxious. KHDA evaluated schools as 
‘Outstanding’, ‘Good’, ‘Acceptable’ and ‘Unsatisfactory’. In the first round of 
inspections, KHDA graded me as ‘Acceptable’. They said that despite having good 
ideas, I needed more time and effort for a holistic improvement in the kindergarten. 
I agreed with them because I had just started in the kindergarten and needed more 
time to establish strong foundations for improvement’. In the second round of 
KHDA inspections, Amna received ‘Good with merit’. 

 
Amna appreciated the guidance she received from KHDA’s inspections and acknowledged the improvement in her 
knowledge, capabilities and skills. In 2012, the public schools in Dubai returned to the full authority of the MoE. 
The MoE evaluated schools as ‘Highly Effective’, ‘Effective’ and ‘Not Yet Effective’. Like the KHDA, the MoE 
evaluation committee comprised nationals and foreign consultants. 
 
Amna began to doubt the professionalism of the inspection committee: She spoke of a committee member, a 
kindergarten principal, copying ‘P’ kindergarten’s documents for her personal use; the committee disregarded 
Amna’s customised daily timetables previously approved by the KHDA inspectors; their demanding consistent, but 
uncritical, implementation of the KDC curriculum in the teaching and learning practices. I understood why Amna 
felt that the inspection process was unprofessional, and the committee inflexible and incompetent. Amna and her 
team expected to be evaluated as ‘Highly Effective’, but felt very disheartened when they were evaluated as only 
‘Effective’. I noticed Amna’s frustration when she recalled the incident: 

 
I felt shattered when the committee doubted my leadership and professional skills as these are 
my strengths. I was so demotivated that I thought of retiring, but my husband disagreed with 
me … He reminded me of my teachers and students. 

 
Reflecting on the incident, Amna and her team agreed that the results of the inspection did not damage their 
knowledge and skills. They decided to continue working hard for the most significant aspect of their profession: the 
welfare of the children entrusted to them. ‘I worked, but in isolation, I understood what demotivation could do to 
you. I delegated many of my tasks to my assistant and I was surprised by my own self’. 
 
Amna described the communication process with foreign consultants from the KHDA as ‘excellent, informative and 
constructive’. Amna thought that the KHDA committee had been thorough in their evaluation, but at the same time 
had encouraged autonomy, hence had empowered the leaders for initiating change, ‘KHDA trusted my self-
evaluation knowledge and did not mind my changes in the timetable and the curriculum implementation, as long 
as it supported the work in ‘P’. But, the MoE accreditation committee considered the changes I had made a cause 
for confusion’. 
 
To conclude, as Amna drew comparisons between the practices of the two different inspection committees, I began 
to see her ability to critically self-evaluate her own and her teachers’ academic and personal practical knowledge. 
 

B. Learning from experience and defeating bitterness 
After that, I learned that the MoE had formed ‘the school follow up and support committee’ to mentor and support 
the schools that were less than ‘Highly Effective’. The support committee noted differences between their 
observations and what was stated in the accreditation report. ‘They were surprised and they told me that the report 
was unfair, and that there was very little that needed improvement’. The committee gave ‘P’ kindergarten some 
recommendations for improvement and agreed on a date for the next visit. 
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The support committee returned the following year to follow up on their recommendations. I imagined how relieved 
Amna and her team must have felt when the committee announced that they would cancel ‘P’s name from the list 
of schools that needed follow-up ‘They said we were all excellent. We were very happy and went out that day to 
celebrate’. 
 

C. Recognition and collaboration damaged by micropolitics and competitiveness  
Amna admitted that limited financial resources affected the improvement in schools. I learned that public schools 
encouraged the extended community to contribute to the improvement, but Amna said, ‘Sponsors were not ready 
to donate big amounts of money to ‘P’ kindergarten because it was a very old building, likely to be demolished at 
any time’. 
 
I also learned that another way for gaining financial support and recognition was for schools to enter competitions 
for educational awards and initiatives and national/international events. I sensed how deeply Amna was 
disheartened as she shared two stories explaining to me how organisational micropolitics affected ‘P’ kindergarten 
negatively: 
 

When we entered the “Scientific Research and Innovation Project” and got qualified to win, 
the selection committee rejected us because ‘P’ was too old to be visited by celebrities. 

 
I asked Amna whether kindergartens collaborated in constructive ways, and she explained, ‘We have several 
WhatsApp groups, all UAE principals, Dubai principals and kindergarten principals. We communicate and share 
experiences and good practices’. 
 
I learned that these groups had been initiated by the MoE to encourage communication with the aim of developing 
knowledge, practices and outcomes. However, Amna noticed this collaboration was ‘stained’ with aggressive 
competitiveness, ‘Kindergartens started hiding their ideas from each other to win the ‘Highly Effective’ status. 
Unfortunately, I did the same in some of our work, because sometimes we felt that the evaluation processes were 
not thorough or objective enough to be fair’.  
 
I asked Amna again why announcing the inspection results, especially if they were excellent, was not pleasing to 
her, and she replied, ‘It affects parents’ judgements. The results are published on the websites and influence 
parents’ views and opinions about schools. These evaluations created unfriendly competitiveness among schools 
instead of collaboration and support’. 

    (Transcript, June, October 2016, March 2017) 
 
Progress and partnerships inspired by values and governed by love and care 
Amna considered how she had faced many challenges in her teaching and leadership career because of her 
experiences of continuous change. To her, the problems of the kindergarten were less challenging than other 
problems she had faced in the previous schools, ‘I would calm my staff down and we would try to solve problems 
without panicking’. 
 
As I listened to Amna’s stories of partnerships with the parents and the extended community, she started by telling 
me proudly, ‘We got “Excellent” for parents’ satisfaction in both the KHDA inspection and the MoE evaluation’. 
Amna said: ‘We regularly involved parents in the kindergarten’s activities. Amna sounded frustrated as she told me 
about the annual shortage of teachers in some classes ‘Parents complained, but we cannot hire teachers!’ 
 
I asked Amna whether intermarriages posed a challenge to children’s identity and the Arabic language, and she 
answered, ‘We had a few non-national mothers. But after the children have completed a term in the kindergarten, 
their Arabic and their knowledge of the indigenous culture improve because of the communication and interaction 
with their peers’. 
 
I learned that the community supported ‘P’ kindergarten in many ways. The police, health and social work 
organisations provided professional workshops, offered educational or building resources, and organised regular 
awareness campaigns. 
 
Amna considered that punctuality was a professional commitment and essential for a productive school day. She 
gave the example of the adherence to prayer timings to indicate the value of time. Amna also commended western 
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society for its respect and commitment to time management. She also drew attention to the challenges present in 
the Arab world because of the lack of time management and moral awareness of responsibilities in their societies, 
despite their respect and commitment to religion in general. 
 
Throughout our conversations, Amna expressed her gratefulness for her family’s continuous support and 
encouragement in her professional journey. Amna attributed all the values she mentioned to the teachings of her 
religion, Islam, and regarded Prophet Mohammed as a ‘true leader’. Amna concluded with the importance of ‘love’, 
an emotion that was emphasised in most of her stories, as she said, ‘Leading with love is key for efficient and 
enthusiastic work. If employees accept your leadership, they will do whatever you ask them to do’. 

(Transcript, June, October 2016, March 2017) 
 

Role models 
Amna believed that true motivators for leaders were their intrinsic values. I saw the spiritual and moral influence in 
Amna’s articulation of her reasons for success, ‘Allah has helped me throughout my life. Serving people is important 
and for that we need honesty and sincerity to guide our intentions and actions’. 
 
Amna attributed to her parents, her first role models, her adherence to religious beliefs and moral values, trust and 
confidence in one’s self, criticality and courage in expressing one’s views. She added, ‘My husband always 
motivated me to strive for excellence’. Amna admired Sheikh Mohammed Bin Rashid Al Maktoom in his inspiring 
style of leadership, ‘he is always visible in the field. I agree with his attention to details’. 
 
The word motivation recurred in Amna’s descriptions of her role models and their positive influence on her thinking 
and actions. She said, ‘My math teachers, the nationals, were closer to us, they supported and motivated us, they 
believed in our skills and capabilities and engaged us in the learning process, facilitated our participation inside 
and outside the classrooms and trusted us in becoming their partners in teaching and learning’. 
 
Amna did not forget the principals she worked with, saying, ‘I learned from everyone. I tried to apply the positive 
aspects from the true mentors and, as for the others, I reflected on my work experiences and tried to avoid what 
they did wrong’. 
 
Concerns 
Amna told me that the rapid changes in educational targets, the new inspection framework and the intense PD 
provided opportunities for skills development, but also imposed increased pressure on the practitioners. Amna 
considered that these big challenges for career progression in public schools were key factors in resignations and 
retirements of many school principals and teachers. 
        (Transcript, June, October 2016, March 2017) 
 
The way forward 
In 2017, Amna was nominated for the cluster manager position. She seemed ready to progress and convinced her 
family, ‘My husband did not want to stop me from progressing in my career’. Amna has selected her vice principal 
to be her successor to ensure a smooth functioning of the kindergarten. 
 
As Amna’s life stories unfolded, I could see continuous and interesting shifts that caused several interruptions in 
their narrative coherence. For Amna, defending her beliefs, values and the commitment to her personal and 
professional duties mapped out her route to achievement. The change management and adaptation plotline 
helped Amna to continue to look for alternatives in personal and professional views, in methods of working and 
ways of interaction, in styles of leadership and management. This plotline became a strong scaffold for building 
her career amidst painful incidents and happy turning points. 

       (Researcher’s journal, March 2017) 
 

In my last visit to Amna, I asked her if she had managed to identify possible surprises in her next quest; she 
replied with a promising smile, ‘I think I understand the role better now that I have worked as an assistant for my 
cluster manager this year. I am ready for something bigger than the kindergarten, in sha Allah’. 
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Appendix 15 
Noorah: The Committed Constant Learner 

Context 
I left my home emirate, Sharjah, early as the trip to Abu Dhabi could take more than one and half hours, especially 
during peak times. I arrived at the ‘S’ kindergarten just in time. It was a relatively new building in a lively modern 
and well-designed neighbourhood on the outskirts of Abu Dhabi city.  
 
When I entered the reception hall, I saw a parent speaking with an administrator about registering his child for the 
following year. That was Noorah, the principal. As I waited, I observed Noorah answering the father’s queries very 
politely and patiently and promising to consider a seat for his child. The father continued to insist until he had left 
the building. 
 
Noorah then turned to me and greeted me with a big smile as I introduced myself. Noorah took me to her office, 
which was a very bright, spacious and tidy room. A big bulletin board full of schedules was mounted on one of the 
walls, and beside it was a small cupboard that had certificates and trophies. The furniture was organised against 
the walls with a centre table in the middle. On the table was a vase full of flowers and an inviting tea set and some 
sweets all placed on a silver tray.  
 
Noorah’s desk was elegantly organised and had a couple of UAE flags. I thanked her for agreeing to participate in 
my study. Then I expressed some surprise at the exchange I had witnessed earlier of the father’s insistence to 
register his child for the following year whereas the current one had just started. Noorah laughed, ‘Parents come 
from adjacent neighbourhoods and insist on securing a place for their children very early. But we have to give 
priority to children from this neighbourhood and then consider others if there are vacancies’.  
 
I randomly selected Noorah’s kindergarten. There are six kindergarten ones and six kindergarten twos with a total 
of 288 students. The kindergarten’s team includes eight administrators, twenty-one teachers, five assistant 
teachers and eight support staff. 

(Field notes: September, 2016, March 2017) 
 
 
Family, childhood and school/university stories 

A. Cherished Family Ties 
Noorah was born in 1968, the fourth in a family of nine: six girls and three boys. However, two years before Noorah’s 
birth, the second of her elder sisters died, leaving her parents devastated. Noorah spoke affectionately of her 
parents as she described their feelings upon her birth, ‘After my sister’s death, maybe my birth gave joy to my 
parents’ hearts. As if I filled an “emotional” void, Allah sent me to relieve my parents’. 
 
Noorah spoke of her father with great respect: 

 
My father was illiterate, as he only learned the basics of reading, writing and calculation at the 
Kuttab, but he was a wise and knowledgeable person. He had a wealth of life experiences. 
When Abu Dhabi started developing, father established his own business, but he also worked 
with the late ruler of the UAE, Sheikh Zayed, on many projects, and was finally appointed Abu 
Dhabi Municipality’s Deputy Head in the 1980s. He died at a very old age. 
 

I also sensed the admiration in Noorah’s voice as she explained her mother’s determination to learn reading and 
writing: 
  

My mother was also illiterate, so she taught herself while she learned the Qur’an at the Kuttab. 
My uncle would help her. He used to visit her after his lessons with the Mutawwa’a and teach 
her what he had learned. He also used to bring her some magazines to read and to practise 
her handwriting by re-writing the texts. 

 
When I asked Noorah the reason for her mother’s determination to learn, she told me that her mother believed she 
needed to follow her children’s education. 
 

B. Planting seeds of leadership 
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Noorah considered that the story of her birth and her sister’s death formed a special relationship between herself 
and her parents. Her mother started delegating household responsibilities to her, especially because her elder 
sister was shy. Noorah recognised in her experiences of these responsibilities the beginnings of her leadership 
skills: 
 

In those days, girls did not leave the house, except for school, but my mother took me out with 
her whenever she had to buy groceries and/or any other requirements. When my elder sister 
got married, she asked me to help her in organising her household. 

 
C. Memorable childhood 

As Noorah described her old neighbourhood, I started visualising Abu Dhabi in the 1970s. I could recall the pictures 
of a developing coastal city on the main island that I had often visited with my family. Despite being part of a desert, 
the roads were planted with trees and green parks were scattered around the city. Noorah happily re-lived and re-
told her childhood memories with her cousins and friends, recalling these years as the best time in her life. 
 
As Noorah and I talked, I began to understand the significance of strong ties in the familial and tribal relationships 
of their community, and how Sheikh Zayed had supported this unity and the continuity of these relationships in the 
beginning of flourishing modernity in Abu Dhabi: 

 
As time passed, families and tribes in Abu Dhabi got bigger. Sheikh Zayed provided everyone 
with a bigger land and gave them financial compensation for their current homes to build new 
ones. Father worked in the municipality, so he requested that Sheikh Zayed allow him to assign 
adjacent land plots to the families so that they could continue to live as neighbours. Sheikh 
Zayed permitted him to do so. 

 
D. Stories of school and university 

Noorah went to ‘C’ primary school, which was expanded later to include intermediate and secondary classes. When 
Noorah entered grade two, the Egyptian principal was replaced by a UAE national principal, Mrs ‘A’, who remained 
until she graduated from ‘C school. The school had a very high retention rate. Also, all the girls in her neighbourhood 
went to ‘C’, which helped to build strong friendships amongst peers. Noorah spoke about her principal with great 
respect and admiration: 
 

I considered Mrs ‘A’ a mother to me, and I still do. All the students loved Mrs ‘A’ and considered 
her a great principal and wonderful educator. Mrs ‘A’ was a very firm, fair and determined principal 
who refused favouritism, complacency and a laidback attitude, whether from staff or students. We 
became familiar with her style of leadership and management. Despite her firmness, we believed 
that Mrs ‘A’ loved us. We feared her firmness, yet we did not want to disappoint her. So, we 
worked hard to live up to her expectations. 

 
Listening to Noorah’s school stories, I realised that Noorah was not highly motivated to learn, due to the rote 
methods of teaching and learning. However, she spoke of her love for participation in the school’s extracurricular 
activities: 
 

I was an average student, but I loved extracurricular activities: gymnastics, stitching and 
embroidery, arts and music. Our P.E. teacher was very firm but trained us very well. She used 
to promise us that the best players would lead the teams and the school events. She motivated 
us by promising leadership. I wanted to become a leader, so I practised enthusiastically. 

 
E. Nurturing the Seeds of Leadership 

Noorah employed her skills and talents in school activities and worked very hard until she excelled and became the 
gymnastics leader, becoming recognised for her leadership skills and starting to lead the school in official events. 
When Noorah’s biology and geography teachers discovered her drawing skills, they asked her to draw biology 
figures and geography maps on the blackboard. Teachers’ acknowledgement of and trust in Noorah’s skills 
encouraged her to become distinguished for her talents—actions that increased her self-confidence, motivation and 
sense of achievement. 
 
Noorah’s parents valued education, encouraged their children to further their learning, and believed that education 
was a way of ‘benefiting oneself and others’. Noorah’s father compelled his children to complete school years 
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successfully, but left the decision of continuing further education to them. Noorah indicated that he even put a 
condition upon his daughters’ marriages that their husbands would let them complete their studies. 
 
Noorah completed her secondary school in 1987 and prepared to go to the UAE University in Al-Ain, around 171 
km away from Abu Dhabi. Noorah shared stories of her eldest brother and his fiancée, refusing to let her go to Al-
Ain University and stay in a dorm, and of her disagreeing with them and breaking her engagement to continue her 
education. I imagined the difficult cultural and emotional struggles that Noorah had to encounter to stand firm by 
her decision. Noorah expressed her gratefulness to her parents and their support: 

 
Although my parents were both illiterate, they agreed for me to continue my studies and 
disregarded my brother’s and fiancée’s opinions. I was very excited and motivated to continue 
my higher education because the whole country was encouraging youth to complete their 
education. The media would announce these encouragements. Even Sheikh Zayed, may Allah 
bless him, encouraged and empowered women to study and work. 
 

Noorah told me proudly, ‘You know, I was the first girl in my tribe to enter a university. Our cohort was the first to 
study agricultural sciences and clinical nutrition. It was a difficult challenge but, Alhamdulillah, I succeeded and 
graduated’. 
 
Noorah’s love for her parents and her commitment to care for them in their old age prevented her from marrying. 
All her siblings were married and had families of their own, and the men who proposed to her refused to stay with 
her at her parents’ home, ‘so I decided to focus on my career and work hard to achieve my goals’. 
 
      (Researcher journal, Transcript: September, October 2016) 
       
Establishment to employment: becoming a teacher 

A. Desperate to work 
A strong plotline in Noorah’s story of becoming a teacher was her relentless efforts to convince her father to let her 
work. After her graduation, Noorah was very excited to start working. She said: 

 
I thought of applying at the Food Inspection Laboratory at Abu Dhabi Municipality, but my 
father refused to let me work at a place where he was a manager. In those days, people 
shamed females for working in gender-mixed environments. I, then, decided to try to apply 
at the hospital as a clinical nutritionist. But this choice, too, was unacceptable to my parents. 
I was shocked by their refusal to let me work. I had studied very hard to get a university 
degree, and I wanted to apply the knowledge I had learned, so how could I stay at home? 
My parents did not see any need for me to work. My father even offered me a monthly salary 
to stay home, but I refused. I was not going to work for money, I wanted to prove myself. 

 
Noorah believed her parents’ views stemmed from negative influences of some unconvincing traditions in the 
society. Desperate to work, Noorah decided to apply at the hospital without telling her parents. Noorah was 
accepted for the position immediately because ‘these specialisations were scarce, especially among nationals’. 
Noorah’s parents were so upset they refused to talk to her. Noorah started her work, but to her surprise, she felt 
very uncomfortable, ‘I could not focus on anything. I kept thinking of my parents, and finally, after few days I decided 
to leave’. Noorah felt relieved after taking this decision, as if she was ‘getting out of prison’. She decided to enrol 
in personal development courses in the hope of trying later to convince her father of an employment opportunity. 
After a year, Noorah succeeded, and became a teacher. 
 

B. Becoming a teacher 
Noorah appreciated starting her teaching career as a ‘life skills’ teacher in a intermediate school. She said: 

 
The subject focused mainly on awareness in health and safety. Alhamdulillah, I already had this 
knowledge from my specialisation. So, this opportunity enabled me to develop my 
communication and interaction skills with students, classroom management, lesson planning, 
building relationships and communicating with my colleagues and the management. It was a 
good preparation for my teaching and a rich work experience. 

 



	 261	

The following year, Noorah was offered a position at the ‘C’ school as a biology teacher. Noorah gladly agreed to 
work in her previous school; she recalled the first phone conversation she had with Mrs ‘A’ at the LEZ: 
 

I said: Mrs ‘A’, I would like to work with you. She recognised my voice and told to report 
immediately. Mrs ‘A’ celebrated the joining of her students as teachers in her school. Mrs ‘A’ 
felt it was easier to recruit her students who were already familiar with the school culture, norms 
and rules. 

 
C. Learning and developing 

Noorah taught in ‘C’ secondary school for 10 years, during which she progressed from teaching science to grades 
seven, eight and nine to teaching biology to grades ten, eleven and twelve. Noorah acknowledged her colleagues’ 
support and mentoring in all aspects of teaching and assessment. She admired how teachers and students 
‘contributed valuable time, effort and money to the teaching and learning … especially that school budgets were 
very small and limited’. I learned that the Abu Dhabi LEZ organised PD courses about contemporary methods in 
teaching and learning and provided them with new educational resources and technology tools. Noorah said: 

 
Teachers appreciated the LEZ’s role in updating the education system in Abu Dhabi, because 
it improved the previous approach of teaching and learning from being rote and disengaging to 
a more interactive and stimulating one. This decreased the level of behaviour issues in 
classrooms, created positive relationships between teachers and their students. Students were 
given opportunities to participate actively in their learning. 

 
As I listened to Noorah’s stories of PD, I began to see her commitment to continuous learning, whether by 
participating actively in the LEZ’s programmes or by investing in various opportunities for developing several 
aspects of her work, such as using transparencies/projectors and IT, and delegating responsibilities to students. 
 

D. A Story of care leading to a vice-principalship 
In all our conversations, Noorah’s parents were the priority in her life. Noorah shared the story of taking care of her 
frequently ill father, and recalled going to the emergency room at the hospital almost every day: 

 
Father refused to be taken care of by anyone else than me … I suffered from sleep deprivation and fatigue, and 
this made me worried about the quality of my teaching and my students’ right of proper learning’. 
 
Noorah’s fear of not fulfilling her teaching responsibilities according to expectations made her think that 
administrative tasks might be less demanding, so she nominated herself for the position of vice principal. 
       (Researcher Journal, Transcript, October 2016) 
 
Succession: becoming a vice principal 
Noorah was promoted to vice principal in 2003, and worked for four more years under the leadership of Mrs ‘A’. 
Noorah admitted that at first she was not competent in the administrative role, and felt grateful for the coaching the 
senior vice principal provided to her. Noorah also appreciated ADEC for providing middle and senior leaders with 
leadership and management PD workshops. I noticed the enthusiasm in Noorah’s voice when she said, ‘I wanted 
to learn everything’. 
 
Noorah realised that rather than being a lighter role, vice principal was very demanding and required a significant 
amount of time and commitment. I sensed that Noorah continued to link her achievement and success to her 
religious values and the blessings of her parents, as she said: 

 
Alhamdulillah, I felt blessed to have all that support. You know, I felt that it was the blessings 
of my parents because I pleased them by working as a teacher. I also believe that being 
considerate and treating people kindly, helping and supporting them is rewarded with the 
same in return’. 

 (Transcript, October 2016) 
 

An Implicit selection leads to incumbency  
After working ten years as a teacher and four as a vice principal at ‘C’, Noorah nominated herself for a principal’s 
position. While telling me the story of her promotion, her eyes reflected a sad but warm look that made me imagine 
the deep relationship she had built with Mrs ‘A’ throughout the years: 
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I knew Mrs ‘A’ was happy for me to be promoted, but she asked me to stay as she was thinking 
of retiring, and had decided to select me as her successor. She considered me part of ‘C’’s 
community and very familiar with its context. I felt very sad when I apologised to Mrs ‘A’, but I 
told her I did not want to lose the opportunity. Mrs A, then wished me success and felt very sad 
when we parted. We are still in touch. 

 
I noticed the love and pride in Noorah’s words as she told me how Mrs A would speak fondly and proudly of her 
whenever they met in social occasions, ‘She would tell others, this is my daughter, Noorah! Even, today, these 
words are a great source of motivation to me’. 
 

A. Incumbency leads to interruption in Noorah’s stories to live by  
Noorah became the principal of ‘H’ School, a boys’ primary cycle 1 school (grades one to five) in 2007. Quite 
unexpectedly, this promotion became a great challenge for Noorah, ‘It was a drastic change in my career. 
Everything was different from what I had experienced before: the system, staff, curriculum and students!’. 
 
Noorah complained to the HR official at ADEC about the situation she was experiencing. ‘For the first time I faced 
difficult challenges such as the behaviour of the boys, especially the ones in grades four and five, the pre-
adolescence phase’. Noorah felt that her promotion was rather ‘a punishment’. The head of HR acknowledged the 
challenge but also believed Noorah would be able to overcome it with her leadership skills: 

 
I felt motivated after speaking with the official, but I was still overwhelmed with the challenge 
ahead of me. I must admit it was an extremely difficult first year of principalship, but 
Alhamdulillah, I was able to overcome it. I am a patient and tenacious person! 
 

B. A Sense of responsibility for learning 
Noorah led ‘H’ school for three years. In addition to the behaviour challenges, Noorah had to manage two Special 
Educational Needs (SEN) classes, ‘I didn’t know anything about SEN children. ‘H’ school had two skilled social 
workers who were experienced in boys’ behavioural issues and two qualified SEN teachers’. ADEC sent 
experienced psychologists, educational advisors and school counsellors to mentor the social workers and SEN 
teachers. Noorah appreciated the genuine support that many of the previous LEZ and ADEC advisors and 
inspectors offered. She told me: 
 

I needed this knowledge desperately, so I studied about SEN with the help of my SEN 
teachers. I also asked my social workers to register me for the workshops and courses they 
attended, even if I had to pay for them myself. I made regular classroom visits and requested 
the ADEC specialists/advisors to attend their sessions with the boys to observe and learn. I 
asked my teachers and counsellors all the queries I had. I don’t feel embarrassed or shy of 
asking for help. We must continue learning for as long as we live. 

 
During Noorah’s third year of principalship, ‘H’ school was selected for a joint project with Finnish educational 
consultants. I learned that ADEC wanted the Finnish team to improve and develop the teaching and learning in 
schools, taking in consideration the context of Abu Dhabi. Noorah felt honoured by the surprise visit of Sheikh 
Mohammed Bin Zayed Al Nahyan, the Crown Prince of Abu Dhabi and the Head of ADEC, to her school. ‘They 
must have noticed it had become a very good school’. But Noorah also realised that she was going to lose ‘H’ 
school to the Finnish project, as she said: 

 
I remembered my hard work to overcome the challenges and improve the school, but at the 
same time I felt happy and proud for this selection and Sheikh Mohammed’s visit. He thanked 
me for my efforts and hard work and promised to transfer me to any school I wanted. I told him 
I did not mind leading any school, even if it was in a remote area as long as I would serve my 
country and our children. Sheikh instructed ADEC officials accompanying him to contact me 
regarding my choice. 
       (Transcript, October 2016) 
 

A Search for internalisation 
A. Commitment for learning leading to competence 
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ADEC officials offered Noorah leadership of a primary girls school; however, Noorah surprised them by refusing, 
‘It was an easier alternative, but I wanted to start a new challenge and learn. I asked to become a kindergarten 
principal’. Noorah saw that, professionally, she had experienced leadership in all the stages and age groups, except 
the EY, and she felt enthusiastic about starting a new experience. Noorah felt that she had insufficient knowledge 
of the EY, ‘When I led the primary school, I realised there were many weaknesses in children’s cognitive skills. EY 
are the foundation years in the children’s learning journey’. 
 
Officials at ADEC refused Noorah’s request because they considered it a demotion, but Noorah insisted and 
reminded them of Sheikh Mohammed’s promise to her and they had to comply. Others in the community also 
perceived Noorah’s new post as a demotion by authorities, or a personal act of accepting failure, so she 
commented, ‘I did not care. I had a goal and wanted to achieve it’. ADEC offered Noorah the principalship of the 
‘S’ kindergarten in a new suburb on the outskirts of Abu Dhabi City. 
 
Noorah shared another personal reason for choosing a kindergarten, ‘I loved children, and I didn’t have any, so I 
wished to help in raising them’. She laughed when she said: ‘When I am asked how many children I have, I reply: 
three hundred boys and girls!’ 
 

B. Embarking on a new learning journey 
A strong plotline in Noorah’s story of professional progress is her passion for learning. I sensed that she would not 
hesitate to benefit from any opportunity to further her knowledge and experience. 
 
Before starting her new leadership role at the ‘S’ kindergarten, Noorah requested ADEC’s approval to stay in ‘H’ 
school for a short period of time at the beginning of the year until she had done a proper hand over, briefing the 
school’s new team and their Finnish colleagues about the school’s context. Noorah wanted to learn from the new 
team’s knowledge and good practices, ‘I still communicate with the Finnish principal and visit the school from time 
to time’.  
 
Noorah joined a group of national teachers from ‘H’ school on a field trip to visit schools in Finland. The teachers 
had enrolled in an MEd programme sponsored by ADEC and arranged by the Finnish Education consultants. 
Noorah said, ‘It was the best opportunity to see, first hand, how the Finnish taught and managed schools’. 
 

C. Determined to overcome challenges 
I asked Noorah about the reasons for the increasing numbers of resignations and early retirements among 
principals. She admitted that, as principals, they faced many challenges, but she did not consider them as reasons 
for leaving the field. Noorah explained her views strongly: 

 
There are challenges in every profession, but I don’t accept that we let these challenges 
become hindrances in our way. It is necessary to follow up on issues and try every possible 
solution, but some principals do not want to try more than once. They make it a pride issue. 
They should think of the children entrusted to them and try to fulfil their needs. 

 
As we spoke more of the challenges Noorah faced, she began telling me about three main ones: 
 
Firstly, Noorah focused on the SEN programmes because she cared greatly about these children, as she said: 

 
SEN children need a lot of support, care and attention from home and school. ‘‘S’ kindergarten 
has the biggest percentage of SEN children in Abu Dhabi because officials know our 
commitment to help and support them. Now, children are screened when they enter 
kindergartens. 
 

Noorah worried that she did not have an SEN teacher in the kindergarten, but only an assistant teacher with a 
diploma in Special Education. Noorah praised the assistant teacher for her exceptional effort to replace an SEN 
teacher with the help of the social worker. ADEC sent SEN/psychology specialists, such as speech therapists and 
others, to support the children as and when needed. 
 
Secondly, Noorah felt frustrated by the attitude of some parents. She said: ‘Parents come and complain that they 
want their children to read and write, but they don’t realise that they have an important role to play, too’. 
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Noorah appreciated that non-Arab mothers in her kindergarten cared about their children’s learning and preserving 
their national identity. Their reason for coming to PKs was that ‘their child could learn the Arabic language, Arab 
traditions, culture and values’. Noorah explained the carelessness she noticed in some national parents to their 
age and social situation: 
 

Most of the kindergarten’s parents are young mothers, and they are working and studying in the 
evenings. They don’t have the right sense of responsibility. It is not worth working and studying 
at the time, if it is at the expense of their children’. 

 
Thirdly, Noorah felt frustrated that staff retention was one of the biggest challenges, as teachers were being 
transferred on a yearly basis, she said ‘it poses a challenge for the management’. Noorah spoke of the difficulties 
of finding a cover teacher, considering that public school principals do not have the authority to hire employees. 
Noorah added: 

 
We can only interview teachers to replace temporarily, the ones who are on leave, and pay 
them daily. Then, we can recommend good replacements to ADEC’s Human Resources. I 
have been a member of the interviewing committee at ADEC’s HR for six years, but I cannot 
do more than give recommendations for fear of a conflict of interest. 

 
Noorah’s biggest concern was that children remained unsettled without a permanent teacher, and other teachers 
found it difficult to cope with more than one class. 
 

D. ‘I preferred to continue working in the field’ 
As I listened to Noorah’s stories of challenges, I sensed a great deal of passion in her verbal and non-verbal 
expressions for her work. Noorah told me she had received many invitations to join ADEC’s office but had refused 
because ‘I like to work in the field’. 
 
Noorah did not think that being a leader and manager had challenged her educational values because she always 
remembered herself as a teacher and a student, ‘I put myself in their shoes’. Noorah spoke of her concern for the 
rights of her students and how she always trained her teachers to do what was best for the students ‘I spend most 
of my time in the classrooms. I keep calling my staff to check on children or tasks who need attention on the days 
I am busy out of the kindergarten’. 
       (Researcher Journal, Transcript, October 2016) 
 
Professional development 
As we continued our discussions, Noorah referred to the PD programmes and training projects ADEC had initiated, 
including the public-private partnerships, the model schools, and the ‘Tamkeen’. Noorah thought that starting new 
educational projects and improving teaching and learning processes were essential, provided these initiatives were 
given sufficient time: ‘There is a challenge of time, and another one of changing project managers. Every new 
manager comes with a different way of executing the project within a short time. Sometimes these projects don’t 
see completion’. Noorah believed in building on previous accomplishments, review and ‘improve what already was 
in place rather than scrapping it and starting all over again’. 
 
I learned that most PD programmes were generic and did not correspond to the needs of the practitioners. Noorah 
highly valued school self-evaluations and learning from local, national and international experiences. But this was 
only part of a practitioner’s development, she said, reflecting her own learning and development, ‘Every teacher 
must take responsibility for her own personal and PD. She knows herself and her abilities better than others’. 

 (Transcript, October, March 2016) 
 

Professional networks 
Noorah spoke of the various official and non-official professional networks formed by officials and school principals 
to help share knowledge and experiences. The official groups were led by a participating principal, supervised by 
the cluster managers and included an official who served as a liaison between the principals and ADEC. I also 
learned that principals had informal WhatsApp groups, which functioned in the following way: 
 

Principals exchange information and experiences and plan for visits amongst their schools. 
They also document this information. We try to implement good practices that we share. For 
example, approximately, 90 per cent of my students’ parents are from the Northern Emirates. 
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I have an issue of Thursday absenteeism and early leave. Some parents come to collect their 
children very early, or they don’t send them to school to leave early for the weekend. I 
discussed it with my fellow principals and re-arranged for the timing of “Star of the Week” to 
be during the last session and in the presence of the parent(s). 
 

Noorah laughed when she remembered some parents waiting for more than an hour in the reception to attend the 
assembly and please their children. Noorah saw that this plan decreased the number of absent and/or early leaving 
children, ‘so it worked’. 

 (Transcript, October, March 2016) 
 
A Family culture of love, care and support to serve the community 
Noorah feels very happy and proud when visitors at her kindergarten say, ‘We felt as if we visited our family’: 
 

If I am leading a place, I make sure that everyone treats each other with love. At the beginning 
of my work at ‘S’ kindergarten, teachers would not greet each other daily. They had a lot of 
conflicts amongst them. Now, there is a big change in their relationships. 

 
Noorah shared the story of ‘B’, a little boy with SEN, who liked to move around a lot. Everyone in the kindergarten 
agreed that ‘B’ was everybody’s responsibility: ‘Whoever spots him anywhere in the building, immediately returns 
him to his class; even our support staff are aware of this’. 
 
Noorah shared stories of multi-agency collaboration with the larger community. ‘S’ kindergarten regularly served 
as a venue for meetings, community events and campaigns for raising awareness. 
 
Noorah felt proud that ‘S’ kindergarten trained the highest number of pre-service university interns. In all these 
events, I saw connections to love, care and support. I also began to see how these community services benefited 
Noorah and her teachers in return. Noorah mentioned that all these programmes included ‘all the kindergarten 
team, children and parents. People who attend feel that we have a positive and motivating environment’. 
 
Noorah’s love and care to her family have significantly influenced her professional career. Coupled with her 
constant learning and professional experiences, her strong belief in love, care and support helped her continue to 
bridge interruptions and rebuild a narrative coherence by striving to become a caring, loving, educated and well-
informed leader. 
 
Noorah concluded in earnest, ‘We need to believe in love, care and mutual respect for the place, the work and 
the children, and to model these values in our daily lives, and instil them in our children, just like a family would’. 
        (Transcript, October, March 2016) 
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Appendix 16 
Huda’s Certificates 
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Appendix 17 
Amna’s Certificates 
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Appendix 18 
Noorah’s Certificates 
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