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Abstract

This article explores the nature of leadership in Brazilian complementary schools in the UK. Such
schools are typically parent-driven, voluntary and financially vulnerable. Using data from a ques-
tionnaire survey (n=14; more than three-quarters of Brazilian complementary schools) and three
in-depth case studies, leadership is examined in relation to five established approaches: directive,
instructional, transformational, distributed and collaborative. The study found that the size of the
school and the personality of the leader appeared to influence the type of leadership adopted. In
terms of effectiveness, a combination of instructional leadership with an approach that motivated
staff and volunteers (whether directive, collaborative or transformational, depending on the
school’s circumstances) seemed most appropriate to the context of complementary schools. The
research illustrates the complexity of school leadership and the overlap between different models.
Leadership flexibility was important in responding to the needs of staff, students and parents. The
findings are transferable to mainstream schools with contexts similar to those of complementary
schools, particularly small primary schools and free schools.
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Introduction

At a time when alternative forms of schooling have been proliferating (Barth, 2013), researchers
have been exploring the different ways in which leadership operates in mainstream schools, for
example, collaborative leadership (Morrison and Arthur, 2013), democratic leadership (Hope,
2012), system leadership (Higham et al., 2009) or network leadership (Hadfield and Chapman,
2009). This article focuses on the leadership of complementary schools, which number up to 5000
in the UK according to a recent estimate (Evans and Gillan-Thomas, 2015). Many mainstream
schools accommodate complementary schools in their classrooms outside normal school hours
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(Maylor et al., 2010). These schools (also named community and supplementary schools) are
voluntary organisations run by migrant groups to support cultural, religious or linguistic/cultural
education (Wei, 2006). The Brazilian schools, which are the focus of this research, represent the
third type of complementary school, focusing on the linguistic and cultural heritage of migrants
from Brazil.

The number of Brazilian complementary schools in the UK grew from one school in 1997 to 18
in 2016 (Souza, 2016), reflecting the increased migration from Brazil since the 1980s. The UK was
recently the European country with the highest number of Brazilian migrants (MRE, 2016), with
the largest concentration in London (Evans et al., 2015).

The nature of complementary schools presents particular challenges for leaders. These schools are
often founded by parents as a means of influencing their children’s education (Francis et al., 2009).
Most are staffed by volunteers, usually parents, who may not have appropriate qualifications and who
are likely to leave when their children stop attending (Nwulu, 2015). Often staff have other work in
addition to teaching at the complementary school (Maylor et al., 2010). Complementary school
funding generally comes from pupil fees, and their finances are often precarious (Minty et al.,
2008), which impacts on the recruitment, development and retention of staff.

Research into the leadership and management of complementary schools has been limited.
Thorpe (2011) investigated Chinese complementary schools in south-east England and found that
most of the Chinese complementary school leaders were parents who became involved with the
school and did not necessarily have a background in education or educational leadership. The
parent leaders saw their roles as dealing with the day-to-day running of the school and liaising with
other organisations. Thorpe’s (2011) findings are similar to Souza and Gomes’ (2017) research in
two Brazilian complementary schools — one in London and another in Barcelona — where the
school leaders were also parents. In the two case study schools, the ability of leaders to motivate
teachers was crucial, particularly in relation to curriculum development (Souza and Gomes, 2017).
The schools’ stakeholders felt that institutionalising changes was important in order to ensure
continuity when key staff moved on. Recent research has identified sustainability as important for
complementary school leadership: there is a grave danger that the school may not survive if the
head teacher leaves (Thorpe et al., 2018).

Although leadership issues may not be the same in different types of complementary schools, by
focusing on Brazilian schools, this article aims to identify aspects of leadership which are likely to
be similar to other complementary schools concerned with linguistic and cultural maintenance
in the UK and elsewhere (since complementary schools are international phenomena and exist in
many countries). After defining ‘school leadership’ the literature review analyses five leadership
approaches which seem particularly relevant to Brazilian complementary schools: directive,
instructional, transformational, distributed and collaborative. Directive and collaborative models
link to the hierarchical and collectivist aspects of Brazilian culture; instructional leadership relates
to the schools’ core purpose of learning and teaching; transformational leadership is relevant to the
need to inspire and motivate ‘volunteer’ staff and students at complementary schools; distributed
leadership is included because of its current importance in school leadership literature. These
leadership types are subsequently explored in relation to the data.

Definition of leadership

Educational leadership has been described as ‘the capacity to inspire collective action towards
shared goals within an organisation’ (Burbules, 2015: 35). This definition outlines the need for
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leaders to be able to motivate staff (inspiration) and emphasises the collaborative nature of
leadership (“collective action’ and ‘shared goals’). In this article school leadership will be defined
as the ability to inspire staff to achieve shared learning goals in a school.

Approaches to school leadership

Numerous different approaches to educational leadership exist (Morrison, 2009) and a key ques-
tion for researchers is whether particular types of leadership improve pupil outcomes (e.g. Robin-
son et al., 2008; Hallinger and Heck, 2010; Shatzer et al., 2014). There are difficulties, however, in
isolating a particular leadership approach, such as transformational leadership, as a causal factor
for pupil progress. In addition, it is questionable whether the ‘idealised forms’ of leadership types
exist in reality (Morrison and Arthur, 2013). School leaders may not exhibit the ‘pure” version of
leadership as described in the literature. Indeed, ‘contingent’ leaders employ a range of different
styles that vary depending on the situation and the school context (Bush and Glover, 2014).

Schools differ in relation to their history, community, demographics, location (urban, suburban
or rural), structures, staff competencies, beliefs, practices and values (Hallinger, 2018; Noman
et al., 2018). It would be surprising then, if a single, universal leadership model were appropriate
for every school. There is also evidence that a leader’s style may change — as schools improve, for
example, leaders move from a directive approach to become more collaborative (Day, 2009). After
reviewing eight different leadership types, Bush and Glover (2014: 565) conclude that ‘most
successful leaders are likely to embody most or all of these approaches in their work’.

Leadership styles are also influenced by national cultural contexts (Akkary, 2014; Dimmock
and Walker, 2005; Hallinger, 2018), which is of particular relevance to complementary schools,
most of which have a different culture to the host nation. While culture is difficult to define
(despite the prosaic ‘how we do things around here’), it is generally considered to be collective,
emotional, dynamic, based on values and beliefs, and often hidden or assumed, expressed in shared
norms, symbols and rituals (Bush, 1998; Kezar and Eckel, 2002, Owens, 2003; Trice and Beyer,
1993).

The identification of cultural ‘dimensions’, initially by Hofstede (1980), has assisted under-
standing of national cultural differences, although there have been criticisms that Hofstede’s
(1980) original research was based on an unrepresentative group (IBM employees), used an
inappropriate method (questionnaires) and that globalisation has led to more complex, emerging
cultures (Litz and Scott, 2017). Nevertheless, two of Hofstede’s dimensions, later developed by
Dimmock and Walker (2005) in relation to educational leadership, are relevant to Brazilian
complementary schools. The first is ‘power-distance’, or ‘power-distributed/power-concentrated’
(Dimmock and Walker, 2005), which indicates the extent to which people accept hierarchical
structures and inequitable distributions of power. The second is collectivism/individualism, or
‘group-oriented/self-oriented’ (Dimmock and Walker, 2005), which specifies whether it is accep-
table for people to prioritise their own needs over those of the group to which they belong. Brazil
was identified as having high power-distance, meaning that schools are likely to have strongly
hierarchical structures, and relatively low individualism, so that commitment to the group is likely
to outweigh individual needs (Hofstede et al., 2010).

National cultural differences have implications for school leadership approaches. For example,
distributed, authentic and transformational leadership may be inappropriate in countries with highly
centralised, hierarchical education systems (Hallinger, 2018). Litz and Scott’s (2017) research in the
United Arab Emirates found that the theory of transformational leadership needed to be adapted for
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Islamic cultures, while Akkary (2014) noted that managerial, rather than instructional leadership was
in evidence in Lebanese schools. As will be seen later, cultural dimensions influenced the choice of
leadership approaches to analyse in our research into Brazilian complementary schools.

These complexities lead to a ‘so what?” question about leadership styles and models. Is there any
point in distinguishing between different types of leadership if head teachers use a variety of
approaches or change their approach, depending on the school’s improvement trajectory? Even if
there is evidence that certain types may improve pupil outcomes — for example, distributed leader-
ship (Hallinger and Heck, 2010), instructional leadership (Shatzer et al., 2014), a combination of
transformational and instructional leadership (Day and Sammons, 2013) — there is no guarantee that
head teachers can adopt what are considered to be effective styles if that approach does not suit their
personality. Different national contexts may also constrain leadership approaches: education policy-
makers are urged to resist ‘borrowed’ leadership models (Noman et al., 2018). Moreover, even within
the same country, a leadership approach that is effective in one school context may not work so well
in another, so head teachers should tailor their strategies to the needs of their school, irrespective of
their preferred model of leadership (Day and Sammons, 2013).

Nevertheless, school leadership models ‘help to reflect, and to inform, changes in school
leadership practice’ (Bush and Glover, 2014: 553). Knowledge of different types of leadership may
assist in identifying ways of leading ethically across a range of different contexts, including com-
plementary schools. Since complementary schools operate across national cultural boundaries —
supporting learning within one culture while operating in another — research into their leadership
approaches could help to inform conceptions of cross-cultural leadership. In applying theories
about leadership models and styles to complementary schools, this article focuses on the five
approaches most relevant to Brazilian complementary schools — directive, instructional, trans-
formational, distributed and collaborative — in order to develop a better understanding of school
leadership in such schools.

Directive leadership

Directive, top-down or hierarchical leadership is primarily located in the person at the top of the
school. This type of leadership is common in South America (Newland, 1995), which might explain
why, although Brazil’s educational policies encourage democratic management of schools, involving
the school community, there is evidence that participation is limited (Mariano et al., 2016). Directive
leadership might be deemed to be culturally appropriate within the complementary schools of the
Brazilian community because of its high-power distance (Hofstede et al., 2010; Walker, 2003).

Directive leadership appears to have lost popularity in state schools in England, where the
‘heroic’ leader of bygone days no longer seems appropriate to current educational settings, which
have a focus on democratic communities (Gumus et al., 2018). Yet there remains an assumption
that the head teacher is the person in control (Bush, 2011) and head teachers are able to exercise
considerable power, even if they choose to eschew top-down power over others in favour of power
with others that is shared and cooperative (Woods, 2016).

Instructional leadership

Complementary schools exist to support learning and teaching relating to language, religion and/or
culture (Wei, 2006). As a result, it might be anticipated that instructional leadership would be the
preferred approach.
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While all the leadership models in education impact on learning and teaching to some degree
(Morrison, 2009), instructional leadership focuses primarily on teaching and learning, with perhaps
a greater emphasis on teaching (Bush, 2013). Instructional leadership has been directly linked to
school improvement (Bush, 2008; Mooney and Mausbach, 2008; Robinson t al., 2008).

Murphy et al.’s (2016) review of over 1000 articles on school leadership noted that instructional
leaders maintain their identities as teachers and are deeply committed to learning and teaching,
manifested, for example, in their direct involvement in the classroom, in evaluating teaching, in the
professional development of teachers and in extending their own knowledge of learning. Instruc-
tional leaders influence teachers’ practices by modelling teaching and learning, providing feedback
on lessons and creating an appropriate environment (Heck and Hallinger, 2014; Murphy et al.,
2016).

In instructional leadership, the link between leadership, teaching and learning is a linear one:
from head teachers to middle leaders to teachers and finally to learners (Morrison, 2009). This top-
down approach has led to the criticism that instructional leadership focuses on the principal at the
expense of other leaders in a school (Hallinger, 2003).

Transformational leadership

The concept of transformational leadership originated outside schools: Burns (1978) suggested that
transformational business leaders motivate their staff to embrace the organisational vision to the
extent that it supersedes their personal goals. Leithwood (1994) identified the benefits of trans-
formational leadership in the context of school restructuring and it has since become a popular
leadership theory in education (Bush, 2014). Recent research indicates, however, that instructional
leadership appears to be more effective than transformational leadership in improving student
achievement (Robinson et al., 2009; Shatzer et al., 2014).

Transformational leadership combines vision and direction-setting, charisma and creativity,
inspirational motivation, and the ability to respond to individual needs, particularly developing
people and re-designing the organisation (Leithwood and Jantzi, 2006; Shatzer et al., 2014). Burns
(1978) suggested that transformational leaders need to be able to ‘sell’ their vision to subordinates,
but in education there has been more emphasis on creating a shared vision and empowering others
(Cummings, 2008). This may be due to the potentially thin line between a charismatic, transfor-
mational leader and a manipulative despot.

Complementary schools share a common, transformational aim: to engage students in devel-
oping a language, culture or religion that is not mainstream in state schools. Moreover, the schools
are often reliant on volunteer staff so the transformational leader’s ability to motivate and inspire is
important. There is a danger, however, that the departure of a charismatic complementary school
leader leaves a void that is difficult to fill (Thorpe et al., 2018).

Distributed leadership

Distributed leadership is both a highly influential (Harris, 2010) and the most studied (Gumus
et al., 2018) leadership model. Leadership is considered to be ‘distributed’ when it is dispersed
through a school instead of residing with the head teacher (Gronn, 2010a; Harris, 2010).
Distributed leadership has been associated with the positive attributes of empowering staff,
giving them at least a feeling of ownership and developing organisational learning (Hartley, 2010).
The involvement in leadership enhances teachers’ self-efficacy and motivation (Day et al., 2009).
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Distributed leadership may also increase students’ learning (Hallinger and Heck, 2010), but the
research evidence has not yet established causal links (Hartley, 2010).

There have been criticisms that distributed leadership focuses on ‘the instrumental tasks and
targets set by officialdom” (Hartley, 2010: 281), without staff playing a significant role in decision-
making. School leaders are held accountable for school outcomes, so distributed leadership may
make them vulnerable if progress is adversely affected (Harris, 2004). Lumby (2013) argues that
distributed leadership may simply be another means of increasing teachers’ workloads without
additional pay.

Despite its popularity, it is not clear how far distributed leadership has travelled beyond the US
and European contexts. Yet this leadership style has the potential to assist the leaders of comple-
mentary schools by sharing leadership tasks and developing skills that could ensure the sustain-
ability of the school if the head teacher leaves.

Collaborative leadership

Alongside a preference for more directive leadership approaches, Brazilian culture appears to
value collectivism more than individualism (Hofstede, 2010); in other words, being part of a
cohesive group is more important than individual achievement. This might suggest that collabora-
tive leadership styles would be attractive to Brazilian complementary school leaders. Certainly, in
Souza and Gomes’ (2017) research study, collaboration was seen as essential to ensure the imple-
mentation of innovations in complementary schools.

There are similarities between distributed and collaborative leadership: both could be located on
a spectrum of ‘shared’ leadership approaches (Crawford, 2012). In collaborative leadership, teach-
ers are involved in decision-making about curriculum development, and parents and governors
participate closely in the development and evaluation of the school’s vision and purpose (Hallinger
and Heck, 2010), whereas studies of distributed leadership focus on teachers and rarely include
parents or pupils (Woods et al., 2004). Collaborative leadership, then, appears to involve greater
empowerment of all stakeholders in the school. Hallinger and Heck (2010) conclude that colla-
borative leadership makes a positive contribution to school improvement, measured through
progress in reading. Their research was limited, however, by the lack of a measure of classroom
teaching and the difficulty of proving causal connections in the complex and ever-changing
context of schools.

Potential problems with collaborative leadership are that it can be cumbersome and time-
consuming, while consensus among staff may not be possible or even desirable (Morrison and
Arthur, 2013). Like collegiality, collaboration can be ‘contrived’ (Hargreaves, 1994) by leaders
who wish to disguise more hierarchical approaches.

Collaborative leadership may nevertheless offer an attractive model for loose-knit, community-
focused, parent-organised complementary schools. Such schools may be strengthened by the
shared purpose, participation and empowerment offered by collaborative leadership.

In addition to the commonalities between collaborative and distributed leadership, there are
similarities between several other leadership approaches. Transformational leadership, for exam-
ple, can be distributed through a school, creating a link between distributed and transformational
leadership (Leithwood and Jantzi, 2006), and there is substantial overlap between transformational
and instructional leadership (Hallinger, 2003). These commonalities seem inevitable, given the
complexity of school leadership and the likelihood that leaders display more than one model (Bush
and Glover, 2014). Our analysis of the data reflects these complexities, while focusing on the
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Table 1. Schools and the number of students.

Band Number of students Number of schools
| 0-20 6
2 2140 5
3 4160 0
4 61-80 |
5 81-100 0
6 Over 100 2

‘purer’ versions of the five leadership approaches as a means of explaining the findings. The data
analysis follows the methodology section.

Methodology

A mixed methods approach was adopted for this research study. This enables triangulation of the
data (Onwuegbuzie and Teddlie, 2003) that contributes to reliability and validity. Data was gath-
ered between September 2016 and July 2017, after Oxford Brookes University’s Research Ethics
Committee had given ethical approval. Participants were provided with details about the study,
such as the purpose, benefits, funding and findings dissemination as well as participants’ con-
fidentiality and withdrawal rights. All participants have been anonymised in this article; pseudo-
nyms have been used for the schools and school leaders.

The study had two phases. In the first phase, an online questionnaire was emailed to the head
teachers of all the Brazilian complementary schools in England (17 at the time of the research
study). The schools (and their email addresses) were identified from a list available on a public
website held by ABRIR, the Brazilian Association for Educational Projects in the UK. The ques-
tionnaire included questions on leaders’ activities, challenges, skills and backgrounds. In the
second phase, three schools were selected for more in-depth, case study research. The case studies
comprised one-to-one, semi-structured interviews with the school leader, focused on their views of
their role, activities and challenges, as well as focus group interviews with (separately) teachers
and teaching assistants, covering their role in the school, motivation, decision-making and their
perceptions of the leader. Triangulation took place through comparing the results of the ques-
tionnaire survey with the more detailed picture presented from the individual and face-to-face
interviews, as well as the literature on school leadership approaches.

Fourteen questionnaires were completed, representing more than three-quarters of Brazilian
complementary schools. Most of the schools were relatively small as indicated in Table 1.

For the second phase, three of these schools were selected, according to size and location. Thus
the case study schools included a large school (from Band 4), a medium-sized school (from Band 2)
and a small school (from Band 1). In terms of geographical location, since 53% (i.e. 9 out of 17) of
Brazilian complementary schools in the UK are located in London, two of the three case study
schools were based in London. Table 2 provides a profile of these schools.

This article focuses mainly on the three case studies. Mindful of the possibility that head
teachers’ assertions of their leadership model may be interpreted differently by their staff (Burns,
1954), this research study included separate focus group interviews with teachers and teaching
assistants at two of the schools, as well as individual interviews with school leaders. In this way a
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Table 2. Profile of the case study schools.

School and head teacher

pseudonyms Students Salary Staff School hours Location
Araponga: Sofia 61-80 Yes 6 teachers 2 hours on Saturday London
7 TAs
Arara: Isabela 21-40 Yes | teacher 2 hours on Mon,  London
2 TAs Tues, Thurs, Fri
Siriema: 0-20 No 2 teachers 2 hours on Saturday Out of London
Eliane 3 TAs (I per session)

more holistic understanding of the head teachers’ leadership styles was gained. (At Siriema School,
the three teaching assistants contribute on different Saturdays of the month so it was not possible to
hold a focus group of teaching assistants at this school.) Thus the trustworthiness of our findings
was supported through triangulation of the data from questionnaires and interviews and through
comparison of accounts from school leaders and their staff.

The questionnaires were originally designed in English, translated into Portuguese and the
results were then translated back into English. Similarly, the interviews were originally designed
in English, carried out in Portuguese, transcribed and then translated into English.

Context of complementary schools: Questionnaire findings

As indicated in the literature review, complementary schools are vulnerable, both to the risk of
their leader’s departure and the low enrolment of children. Financial resources are limited and
many complementary schools rely on volunteers, who may not be easy to manage. In some cases
the teachers lack educational qualifications, so pedagogical leadership is vested heavily in the head
teacher. Parents play a key role in complementary schools — they are often the founders of the
schools and are closely involved in its activities. Children attend voluntarily and so need to be
enthused by the learning experience.

Bearing in mind these characteristics, it is perhaps not surprising that the questionnaires indi-
cated the leaders” main activities were ‘liaising with parents’ (14/14), ‘leading by example’ (13/14),
‘planning regular activities’ (12/14), ‘organising’ (12/14) and ‘safeguarding students’ (12/14).
Most of the respondents ticked many of the available options, perhaps because as leaders they are
responsible for almost all the activities in the school. When they were asked to rank the activities,
however, the highest ranked were ‘leading by example’, ‘leading learning and teaching’ and
‘developing a vision for the school’, which might indicate that instructional or transformational
models would be preferred. Respondents were asked about their main challenges and the ones
that were ranked highest were ‘leading learning and teaching’ and ‘fundraising’. These activities
are not dissimilar from the key dimensions of successful school leadership identified by Day and
Sammons (2013), which include vision-building, improving teaching and learning and high-
lighting common values.

Case study findings

The three case study schools have been named for the purposes of this article Araponga, Arara and
Siriema. The largest of these schools is Araponga, which falls in the 61-80 bracket in terms of
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numbers of pupils. Its head teacher is, for the purposes of this article, called Sofia. (Names of the
schools and head teachers have been changed to preserve anonymity.) Arara is a medium-sized
school (21-40 pupils), whose head teacher is Isabela, and Siriema is a small school (20 or under
pupils), whose head teacher is Eliane. As can be seen in Table 2, Siriema is run on a purely
voluntary basis while the other two schools charge fees and pay salaries to the staff. Araponga
and Siriema are both Saturday schools, running for two hours every Saturday whereas Arara runs in
the afternoon on Mondays, Tuesdays, Thursdays and Fridays. Two of the schools — Araponga and
Arara — are based in London; Siriema is outside London.

In relation to fulfilling the definition of school leadership, all three head teachers inspired their
staff to achieve shared learning goals, whether these related to the Portuguese language or Brazi-
lian culture. In addition, each head played a key role in their school and without them it seemed
unlikely that the school would continue to function; for example, “Today I cannot even be off sick.
I cannot be absent because it is only me’ (Sofia, Araponga School).

The head teachers of the case study schools demonstrated a range of the models identified in the
literature review, but the degree to which they exhibited each model varied, depending on the
needs of the school and the background and personality of the head teacher. One style tended to
dominate, however, with Sofia having a predominantly directive approach (with some elements of
distribution), Isabela transformational and Eliane collaborative. These are described in more detail
below, while the extent to which there are common features in complementary school leadership
models is considered later in the discussion section.

Sofia: Directive and distributed leadership

Sofia was the head teacher whose personality seemed most suited to top-down leadership. She
described her leadership style in directive terms: ‘I love the management side of it....I love to
boss around. I love to call the shots...I command and the others follow my commands.” The
directive style is not necessarily unpopular with Sofia’s staff — as one of the teaching assistants put
it, ‘I am very good at being second. I am that kind of person that is behind someone else’
(Araponga Teaching Assistant (TA) 3). As a directive leader, Sofia protected her staff; for exam-
ple, ‘She fights when there’s a need for fighting — mainly when she needs to defend us’ (Teacher
(T) 1). One teacher’s description of Sofia’s personality as ‘determined’ and ‘problem-solving’ (T4)
attests to this leadership style.

The hierarchical approach in Sofia’s school was evident in the teaching assistants’ roles. The
teaching assistants are not involved in decision-making about the lessons: ‘we have to organise the
toys, help the teacher .. . The only spontaneous thing I do is ask the children if they want to go to
the loo’ (Araponga TAS). This was confirmed by Araponga TA2: ‘[The teacher] prepares every-
thing. She decides what she will give during the lesson. She comes and tells me.’

It is clear from the combined views of Sofia, her teachers and the teaching assistants that Sofia is
a strongly directive leader, but she was also concerned about both the staff and the students: ‘She
looks after us a lot and she looks after the students’ (T1). This reflects a high ‘power-distance’
culture in which hierarchical authority is linked with a patemalistic/maternalistic care for staff
(Hofstede et al., 2010). Although Sofia may appear to have ‘power over’ rather than ‘power with’
her staff (Woods, 2016), the warmth of the relationships between them indicates a more complex
set of hierarchical relations. Sofia describes, for example, how one of the staff felt able to criticise
her: ““You fail in this and that. You’re not very well organised. You need to improve.” That’s
great! And I say I want to hear much more advice.” Some of her ideas were not accepted by the staff
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and had to be abandoned, such as the end-of-term school assemblies, to which the teachers
objected: ‘because they had to spend the whole term rehearsing the children and it would affect
the lessons. And I had to put my hands up and say: “You’re right”.’

Despite Sofia’s preferred style being directive, she was obliged to distribute responsibility for
pedagogical leadership to a pedagogical coordinator, Nilce, because she does not have a back-
ground or qualification in teaching. Sofia felt that the pedagogical coordinator might make a better
leader than her: ‘she would know what this school needs much more than I do’. She also felt unable
to guide teachers on how to improve: ‘I don’t know what makes a good lesson . . .I have my own
personal view but I never know if it is the right one.’

As a result of her lack of teaching skills, Sofia relies on her pedagogical coordinator to lead
teaching and learning at the school: ‘And it is Nilce who trains them. Nilce helps them. Nilce offers
her own house and they do everything together.’ Nilce described what amounted to a distributed
leadership system at the school in relation to the curriculum: ‘the school runs around an annual
theme .. .. So the class project has to be linked to that theme, but each class is free to develop the
project they want, with their own objectives, to adapt everything to that class’. T4 agreed: ‘it is
very open for the teacher to decide what to work on’. The teachers felt that it was not possible to
have a more centrally organised system of teaching because each class had its own identity. One
teacher described the benefits of being able to decide what and how to teach: ‘this is also a factor
that motivates us because when a person trusts you, you do your job better’ (T3). Nevertheless,
Sofia’s directive style impacted on the more distributed approach taken by the pedagogical coor-
dinator. Nilce expressed concern that the other teachers were forced by Sofia to adopt her approach
to teaching — she felt that this put her in an awkward position with the other teachers.

Sofia mentioned several times the problem of staff turnover, which impacts on the extent to
which she is able to distribute leadership: ‘we are managing to have a certain continuity. But then
one might leave, and another, and another. And this kind of knowledge you do not hand on
overnight.” Nilce also mentioned teacher turnover: ‘People come and go and sometimes they don’t
know what the identity of the [school] is, and this is important to Sofia, not to lose the identity.’

Thus Araponga School demonstrates an interesting mixture of directive and distributed lead-
ership. The head teacher has considerable power in the school and her preferred style appears to be
directive, but in relation to learning and teaching, it is clear that a distributed approach dominates,
thanks to the pedagogical coordinator. This type of distributed leadership could not be described as
‘holistic” (Gronn, 2010b) or ‘emergent’ (Bolden et al., 2009), however, in which leadership
develops bottom-up from groups of staff. Rather, pedagogical leadership has been delegated to
a single member of staff and she has adopted a distributed style. This does not extend to the
teaching assistants: they are clearly at the bottom of the hierarchy and have no influence over what
is taught. Yet there are still elements of Woods’ (2016) ‘power with’. The teaching assistants felt
that they were treated courteously — ‘everybody treats everyone with respect. This is what makes it
great’ (Araponga TA3) — and their voices were heard: ‘Sofia always asks us for our opinion during
our meetings’ (Araponga TAS).

Isabela: Transformational leadership

Transformational leadership combines establishing a clear vision, improving the programme of
instruction, inspirational motivation, responding to individual needs and empowerment of others
(Burns, 1978; Cummings, 2008; Leithwood and Sun, 2012; Shatzer et al., 2014). Isabela’s lead-
ership style could be seen as transformational in her approach to creating a shared vision at the
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school. Her goal was to move beyond literacy: ‘My job is not to teach the children to speak
Portuguese. My job is to go much further.” One of the two teaching assistants at the school
described how she shared the school’s vision: ‘as I joined Arara, I could see Isabela’s project, I
was captivated’ (Arara TA2). Isabela hoped to be able to publish her teaching resources, and this
was an objective that was shared by her teaching assistants, as Arara TA1 commented: ‘her dream
became our dream too’.

Isabela demonstrated the ability to empower others. Arara TA2 felt that she was treated as an
equal: ‘She doesn’t treat me as an intern. She treats me as a teacher, a partner.” She felt that they
stood ‘shoulder-to-shoulder’: ‘Shoulder-to-shoulder means working together. She doesn’t
want. .. to work separately. She wants to be together’ (Arara TA2). TA1 said that although the
partnership is still at an early stage, Isabela is ‘more of a friend’ who is ‘very open to our ideas’.
Arara TA2 was grateful for the opportunity to develop her skills: ‘They should get paid for
allowing me to be there, you know? To learn from them.’

Transformational leaders are able to motivate their staff partly through their charismatic per-
sonalities (Shatzer et al., 2014). One of Isabela’s teaching assistants described her as follows:
‘Isabela’s name should be “motivation” . .. she has a good vibe, she is always so positive, she is
always winning children’s hearts because she is very charismatic indeed. She is captivating’
(Arara TA2).

Isabela demonstrated her concern for individuals by acknowledging the constraints facing the
teaching assistants, who both have other jobs and only limited availability: ‘I’'m the one who
prepares the activities, supplies the material, gives the content to them and explains how they will
work, also, because they don’t have the time.’

This also affects the extent to which Isabela is able to distribute leadership: ‘I’d even like that
they’d prepare some content so that they can gain experience, but they work too much, so they have
only two hours.” Arara TA1 described the pressures on her time, as a single parent with a full-time
job and acknowledged that she did not have time for lesson planning. TA2 would have welcomed
more distributed leadership and to be given more responsibility: ‘I want to be an intern that could
be, for example, if Isabela was off, that I could be responsible for the class.” She recognised that she
did not have sufficient skills to do that at present, however.

This indicates two further problems with distributed leadership in complementary schools, in
addition to the issue of staff turnover mentioned by Sofia: it may not be possible for the school
leader to distribute tasks to staff who cannot commit the time to complete the activity; and the staff
may not have the right skills for more responsible roles. Often the leaders of complementary
schools are dependent on parent volunteers, who may not have appropriate teaching expertise.

Eliane: Collaborative/collegial leadership

Eliane’s leadership was collaborative. She described her school as ‘communitarian’ and said that
she was ‘trying to give responsibility to the others and make everyone see it is a community
project’.

One of the reasons why collaborative leadership is important in Eliane’s school is that she works
with volunteers. This presents leadership challenges. Eliane has to be ‘very tactful. It is voluntary
work and how do you manage a voluntary worker? It is already difficult to manage a paid worker.’
Eliane is not able to recruit the best teaching assistants because it depends on which mothers
volunteer. She talked about how to motivate volunteers: ‘It is love for the project, you see? That’s
the thing. It’s about writing to people, speaking to people, explaining what it is. And then the
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person starts helping too.” She recognised the importance of empathy: ‘I think that my skill is to
understand, to put myself into someone else’s shoes.’

Eliane meets with the teaching assistants regularly to plan and monitor the teaching: “We do
everything together.” She listens to their ideas: ‘it’s great to meet with them because they bring
excellent things .. .they bring many ideas’. Some do not contribute so much to the meetings,
however: ‘I’'m not sure if it is because certain people are more creative than others. .. or if they
still don’t feel at ease to speak up.” The parents also contribute ideas. Eliane described them as,
‘working like we were kind of the same family’.

Eliane sees herself as both teacher and coordinator: ‘I am teaching every week. I am there every
week. And the coordination. I am the one who does the biggest part of the coordination.” Her
collaborative approach is partly intended to address the potential problem of succession planning:
‘I said, “Girls, we have to find other teachers somewhere. A real teacher, because I’ll leave one
day”. »

Eliane demonstrates all of Hallinger and Heck’s (2010) aspects of collaborative leadership:
collaborative decision-making, empowerment of staff, the inclusion of parents, participation in
reviewing the school’s aim and purpose. She does not appear to have ‘contrived’ (Hargreaves,
1994) the collegiality at her school. There seems, however, to be a power imbalance. Eliane is the
driving force behind the school and the person with teaching skills and qualifications. As a result,
while she wishes to take a collaborative approach, she recognises the need to find a ‘real teacher’ to
replace her in due course. This raises a potential difficulty with a leader taking a ‘power with’
(Woods, 2016) approach: shared co-operation may be less meaningful if there is an unequal level
of qualifications and experience.

Combined school leadership models

Although each head teacher had a dominant leadership style, all of them also demonstrated other
models of leadership, particularly instructional leadership. Sofia, for example, claimed not to be
involved in pedagogy, but she wanted her school to ‘make learning fun’ and for teachers to adopt
an appropriate teaching style for Brazilian children brought up in the UK. This apparently simple
aim illustrates a key issue for complementary schools: the children who attend may be used to more
active engagement when learning in local schools, and this needs to be taken into account in the
different cultural context of the complementary school. Isabela, too, demonstrated aspects of
instructional leadership, through modelling teaching and learning to her staff, as indicated by
Arara’s TA1, who described how, through Isabela’s demonstration of how to teach, she had
absorbed what needed to be done: ‘she gave it to us at the beginning, right? And afterwards, of
course, with the daily routine of going there we end up by understanding it.” Eliane said that the
aim for her school is: ‘the children learn how to read and write and learn the Brazilian culture’.
Literacy is ‘the central piece...the piece that is the foundation of it all’. She saw her main
responsibility as the pedagogical coordination of the school. Thus managing the instructional
programme and promoting a positive learning climate — aspects of instructional leadership (Gumus
et al., 2018) — were evident in all the three schools.

While the most directive leader was undoubtedly Sofia, the other two head teachers also showed
some aspects of the directive approach. For example, Isabela was described as the “big boss’ of her
school (Arara TA2), which was seen as positive: ‘as a leader she is very peaceful to me. .. She
organises everything’ (Arara TA2). Eliane, too, played a key role in her school and found the ‘huge
responsibility’ tiring. While committed to collaboration she also recognised that it was her role to
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reprimand staff when necessary. This is clearly a more directive, than collaborative, aspect of her
leadership. This supports the argument that managerial, directive approaches are deeply embedded
within the role of school leader (Cuban, 1988).

Discussion

The previous descriptions indicate a different emphasis from each of the head teachers: directive
and distributed; transformational; collaborative. These approaches seemed to be partly dependent
on the school context, with a more directive style in the largest school and more collaborative in the
smallest. School size was identified as a contextual influence in a survey of principals’ leadership
behaviour in Germany: the size of the school had an effect on the value profiles of the principals
(Warwas, 2015). Although Warwas” (2015) research was relatively small scale (involving 56
German schools), our research supports her findings, since in these complementary schools, size
seemed to influence the leadership approach adopted.

The overall aim of the school also seemed to influence the leadership model; for example,
collaboration was more appropriate in a school intended to be a community project. In addition, the
head teacher’s personality appeared to impact on their leadership: Isabela had the charismatic and
inspirational personality of a transformational leader, whereas Sofia’s declared bossiness suited a
more directive approach. The range of factors that might influence school leadership models
identified earlier — from the school’s history to its demographics to the location and national
culture (Day, 2009; Dimmock and Walker, 2005; Hallinger, 2018; Noman et al., 2018) — do not
include the school leader’s personality, although the charismatic element of transformational
leadership is linked to personal characteristics, as are the honesty and integrity of moral and ethical
leaders (Gumus et al., 2018). This study indicates that a leader’s personality may play an important
role in determining his or her leadership approach.

In addition to the influence of the school’s aims and context — as well as the leader’s personality —
on the leadership approach chosen, there was a clear overlap between different leadership models,
with instructional and directive leadership evident in all the schools, together with distributed,
transformational and collaborative approaches. This supports the contentions that contextual factors
play an important part in school leadership approaches (Hallinger, 2018; Noman et al., 2018), that
school leaders draw on a range of different models (Bush and Glover, 2014), that leadership practices
are culturally contingent (Hallinger, 2018) and that traditional models may need to be adapted to
meet the needs of different cultures (Litz and Scott, 2017).

The experience of complementary school leaders raises questions about distributed leadership,
which are relevant to mainstream schools. It is clearly difficult for head teachers to distribute
leadership in schools where teacher turnover is high and teacher skills are relatively low; for
example, in state schools in challenging areas, where a higher proportion of staff are newly
qualified (Allen et al., 2012). This was the case for the Arara and Siriema schools where the head
teachers were considerably better qualified than the teaching assistants working with them.

The distribution of leadership in the case study complementary schools was undertaken in order
to promote the future sustainability of the school — as a means of succession planning and devel-
opment — or where the head teacher needed to transfer responsibility for activities for which she felt
under-qualified. This seems different from the way in which distributed leadership is used in
mainstream schools as a means of relieving head teachers from some of their burdens of respon-
sibility while helping to develop teachers’ leadership skills as their careers progress (Day et al.,
2009; Hartley, 2010).
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Sofia found the greatest challenge of her role was her lack of skills and qualifications in
teaching. This prevented her from being able to judge teaching and learning effectively. Some
years ago, a report by PriceWaterhouseCoopers (2007) recommended enabling suitably qualified
professionals from outside the school sector to take on leadership roles in schools. Sofia’s expe-
rience may help to explain why this has not happened. Such leaders are unable to judge teaching
and learning from an expert perspective. Yet Sofia clearly had relevant approaches, both to
behaviour management and to teaching and learning. Children attend complementary schools
voluntarily, so the strong emphasis on making learning fun at Sofia’s school was entirely appro-
priate to this context.

Conclusion

From the findings presented here, it is difficult to identify how far different leadership approaches
are culturally and historically situated, and how far they are due to the nature and context of
individual schools. For example, where staff are volunteers or difficult to recruit, key skills are
likely to be negotiation, cajoling and motivating others, so styles such as transformational and
collaborative may be preferred. The size of a school may make a difference, too, since it is
potentially more difficult to achieve collaboration with a larger group of staff; hence a directive
style may be more appropriate in a larger school. It is clear that personality also plays a role, with
some leaders feeling more comfortable with a collaborative approach while others enjoy the sense
of being in command as a directive leader.

Recent research on leadership models has focused on the relationship between different models
of leadership and pupil outcomes. This research study was too small to be able to determine
whether a particular leadership style enabled better student progress in complementary schools.
It does, however, point to the complexity of school leadership, the overlap between different
models and the importance of leadership flexibility in responding to the needs of staff, students
and parents. The leader’s personality and the school’s context, especially its size, were two factors
that seemed to influence preferred leadership models. While it is not possible to conclude that a
particular type of leadership is more suited to complementary schools, it is clear that a combination
of instructional leadership with a style that motivates staff and volunteers (whether directive,
collaborative or transformational, depending on the context) is appropriate to the nature of com-
plementary schools with their fragile staffing, financial vulnerability and dependence on parents.

In light of the overlap between different leadership models, Leithwood and Sun (2012) sug-
gested that there should be more focus on effective leadership practices rather than models. In
order to build on our findings, we would recommend further research examining leadership
practices and models in relation to a range of contextual factors, including national cultures, school
size and the personality of the school leader (although we acknowledge the difficulties of assessing
the latter in a research study). It is important to recognise the complexity of national cultures,
indicated in this study by two very different models of leadership (directive and collaborative)
being accepted within complementary schools from the same national culture. We would also
recommend further research into leadership in complementary schools, comparing a broader range
of complementary schools representing different nationalities in the UK and also British and other
complementary schools abroad. Souza and Gomes (2017) found similar issues faced the leaders of
Brazilian complementary schools in London and Spain, but this international dimension could be
explored further. Interestingly, one of the case study schools in our study had previously drawn
pupils from the wider Portuguese-speaking community, but then divided on national lines, with
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pupils and teachers from Portugal separating from the Brazilians. With a greater range of schools it
would be possible to research leadership approaches in different types of complementary schools
and compare these with approaches in both the ‘home’ country and the ‘host’ country, in order to
identify possible cultural differences in leadership.
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