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Abstract 

 

Although there is an extensive literature across a range of national contexts concerning the 

evolving role of the school leader, little has been written about the rapidly expanding world 

of international school leadership. This paper focuses on the top tier of leadership of 

international schools by drawing on semi-structured interviews with 12 school principals in 

Malaysia, during which they reflected on the nature of their job and the routes they had 

taken to headship. It is argued that although the overwhelming majority had taken a school 

leadership qualification and found elements helpful, they felt that it did not adequately 

prepare them for their role. Several ways in which international school leadership differs 

significantly from educational school leadership in other contexts are identified, with 

principals needing to pay attention to loneliness, transience, cultural differences, 

governance, business elements, and managing school composition. By identifying key 

challenges faced by international heads, and by charting the paths that individuals take 

towards headship, this article seeks to understand the nature of senior leadership in 

international schools.  

 

 

Introduction 

 

There is now an extensive literature on the preparation that school leaders require for their 

positions in different national contexts (Bush, 2018). However, very little has been written 

about how international school leaders are prepared for their roles, this may be because 

insufficient is understood about the nature of international school headship, and how this 

differs from school leadership in national settings. This paper will address this research gap 

by examining the nature of headship in international schools, and the routes that leaders 

take towards senior leadership of international schools. These issues are addressed through 

analysis of semi-structured interviews with 12 principals of international schools in Malaysia 
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which were conducted in 2018. Recognising that the titles given to different levels of school 

leadership vary widely across international schools, it should be clarified that for the 

purposes of this article, ‘principals’ and ‘leaders’ only refers to the top tier of leadership 

within the school. In Malaysia, frequently International schools are through-schools that 

educate children from pre-school to 18 years of age. The schools are often split into smaller 

schools or divisions by age and the leaders of these sections are mainly titled ‘Head of 

School’, whilst the position that is in charge of these staff and the whole school, is 

predominately called a Principal.  

 

The definition and even concept, of an international school is contested. Both Hayden 

(2011) and James & Shepperd (2014) discuss the differences and historical changes that 

have occurred over the last fifty years. In Malaysia, international schools, are generally fee 

paying schools offering a foreign curriculum with the method of instruction being a foreign 

language. They are often staffed, certainly at senior level, by foreign nationals. With the 

number of international schools increasing by almost 40% between 2012 and 2018 globally, 

and with projections that the number of students in international schools will reach 7 

million by 2023 (ISC Research, 2019), understanding the world of international schooling is 

as significant to global education as understanding the education system of a medium sized 

country like England (Bunnell, Fertig, & James, 2016). The nature of international schools 

has changed globally. Previously they predominately served the children of expatriate 

families, whilst now they contain a higher proportion of host nation children; there has been 

an increase of the number of schools within the sector that serve mainly affluent host 

country nationals (Hayden, 2011). This results in Bunnell et al. (2016) asking, ‘what is 

international about an international school?’ Although the increasing growth and diversity 

globally has created a more complicated landscape (Bunnell, Fertig, & James, 2017), there 

are institutions that are predominantly ‘international’ international schools and others that 

are ‘local’ international schools. Malaysia reflects these global changes. These two groups, 

the internationally mobile global elite (Gardner-McTaggart, 2016) and the upwardly mobile 

host national create international schooling that offers ‘social and cultural reproduction for 

the globalising and cosmopolitan privileged’  (Gardner-McTaggart, 2018 p.149). 
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Little is known about how people become senior leaders of international schools. There are 

leadership programmes that have been devised specifically for these institutions. For 

example, the Principals’ Training Center was developed specifically to meet the professional 

development needs of leaders in international schools, with standards for international 

school leaders, that state, amongst other things, that they should be fostering international-

mindedness and modelling ‘the skills and attitudes of a global citizen’ (PTC, 2018). In 

addition, the International Baccalaureate Organisation has recognised certain universities 

that offer an IB certificate in leadership practice or an IB advanced certificate in leadership 

research. We are not aware of any academic research that systematically reviews such 

programmes; consequently, the theoretical and empirical basis for these systems of 

principal accreditation remains unclear. It is not clear to what extent these are 

systematically used as part of a route towards senior leadership, nor to what extent they 

prepare these leaders for the  central components of leading an international school, which 

may be wide ranging and context specific. 

 

The purpose of the paper is to discuss the range of challenges that international school 

leaders face in one situ, Malaysia, and locate this in the context of their routes to senior 

leadership. 

 

Literature Review 

 

Historically, most attention has been paid to educational leadership in Western contexts, 

and it has been assumed that this scholarship can be transferred unproblematically to non-

Western contexts – such as Asian systems of education or to international schools. For 

example, The International Successful School Leadership Project (ISSLP) has, since the start 

of this century, compared leadership practices across successful schools in Australia, 

Canada, China, Denmark, England, Norway and Sweden (Gurr, 2015) – but it is notable that 

this is a predominantly Western group of countries. There are some researchers who might 

question whether that matters – Leithwood et al (2006) argue that there are common 

practices shared by effective leaders across all contexts – namely, building vision and setting 

directions; understanding and developing people; redesigning the organisation; and 
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managing the teaching and learning programme. They argue that whilst leaders need to be 

responsive to contexts, these practices for success are almost invariably the same.  

 

However, there is a growing body of evidence that demonstrates that leadership is 

culturally embedded. As long ago as the 1970s, Geert Hofstede analysed cross-cultural data 

on attitudes to leadership to identify four (later, six) dimensions of difference between 

cultures – power distance, individualism/ collectivism, uncertainty avoidance, masculinity/ 

femininity, long- versus short-term orientation, and indulgence/ restraint (Hofstede, 2011). 

The GLOBE study at the start of this century demonstrated how these differences directly 

impact on the conceptualisation of effective leadership in different cultural settings 

(Scandura & Dorfman, 2004), suggesting that whilst there are some leadership 

characteristics that are seen as universally valuable (e.g. inspiring) or universally rejected 

(e.g. irritability), beyond that there are distinct clusters of countries in which leadership is 

seen as having specific characteristics. 

 

These insights into the cultural construction of leadership remain under-discussed in 

educational circles, although in recent years researchers have started to explore the 

implications for school leadership; for example, Hallinger & Chen (2010) review the research 

into educational leadership and management that has been undertaken in Asia, and 

conclude that there is a lack of quality research into the topic in non-Western contexts, with 

uneven development of scholarship across the continent. There has also been some 

examination of how school leadership has changed over time as cultures evolve. For 

instance, Crow (2001) looks at how the role of the school leader has changed in the twenty-

first century, positing that how we conceptualise school leadership is rooted in the 

industrial revolution and the need to standardise production and establish routines. By 

contrast, in the twenty-first century we require leaders that are more dynamic, flexible and 

creative, and who can cope with organisational complexity and diverse individuals.  

 

Despite this growing awareness that leadership roles are context-dependent, there are few 

empirical studies of educational leadership in the international school arena (Calnin et al, 

2018). Although Calnin et al (2018) provide an explanation of the seven leadership 

intelligences identified by the IBO in their leadership intelligence programme that draws on 
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a wide range of leadership theory and data, they include no empirical data collected from 

school leaders themselves. Yet, these schools are typically characterised by cultural diversity 

and transnational influences, which problematises the application of Western scholarship 

for the reasons discussed above. Gardner-McTaggart (2018) draws attention to the diversity 

of the sector, nevertheless identifying some common challenges faced by international 

school leaders: firstly, there is often high turnover and transience of leaders in international 

schools; secondly, many schools experience rapid growth (or deflation), which creates 

specific leadership challenges; finally, staff are also more transient, and are more willing to 

leave if unhappy with decisions made by the people at the top of the organisation. Other 

researchers have also emphasised transience as a key feature of international schools 

(Blandford & Shaw, 2001; Benson, 2011), with Benson (2011) citing data that international 

school leaders enjoy an average tenure of only 3.7 years. Blandford & Shaw (2001) identify 

several additional challenges that are specific to international school leadership, including 

high but varied parental expectations, uncertain procedures for governance, and dual 

pressures from being subject to both national (in-country) procedures and expectations as 

well as meeting international expectations for processes and curriculum (see also Keller, 

2015). There seems to be a larger range of governance models and procedures in 

international schools than in national schools; as Hayden & Thomas (2008) point out, in 

most national systems there are common systems and assumptions related to governance, 

whereas these are lacking in international schools.  Although principals may appear to have 

more autonomy over educational  matters in the school, for example, with greater curricula 

freedom than in most national contexts, there may well be greater accountability in market- 

driven demands such as student enrolment numbers (James & Sheppard, 2014). Lee, 

Hallinger & Walker (2011) offer evidence that parents may expect exam assessments, 

whereas some international curricula place an emphasis on teacher assessments. In 

summary, there is insufficient data available to elucidate the nature of the international 

school principal’s role across different curricula, and to substantiate some of the claims 

made by these researchers about the specific challenges facing international school leaders.  

 

With this paucity of empirical data concerning international school leaders, how then can 

we begin to conceptualise how international school leaders are best prepared for their role? 

Examining national systems of leadership preparation provides the best starting point, and 
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demonstrates that international models of principal preparation vary hugely. In England and 

Wales, a requirement that all new heads should already have completed the National 

Professional Qualification for Headship was introduced in 2004, but dropped in 2012 (Bush, 

2016). Harris, Jones & Adams (2016) examine leadership preparation programmes in seven 

different countries, noting the limited success that systems importing a version of the 

English leadership qualification have had because of its cultural irrelevance to their system. 

Bush (2018) argues that although in many places promotion to principalship remains 

dependent simply on a teaching qualification and teaching experience, the job of being a 

principal is one that requires specific preparation. This, then, raises the question of whether 

international school heads are best prepared by national qualifications or by a system of 

leadership preparation devised for international schools specifically. A deeper 

understanding of both the role itself and the routes that individuals take to senior 

leadership is a necessary precursor to investigating leadership preparation itself.  

 

A number of authors have examined the complex process of socialisation into the role of a 

school principal, with formal leadership preparation now usually one part of this process. 

Crow (2001) argues that leadership preparation hasn’t kept pace with the changing nature 

of organisations and the leaders they need, identifying two forms of socialisation that is 

required by new leaders – professional socialisation for the role in general, which is best 

done through an appropriate qualification, and organisational socialisation for the specific 

context where the individual is going to take up their role, best done by the organisation 

itself. Bush (2018) suggests there are three types of socialisation required – first, 

professional socialisation, where they learn the role; second, personal socialisation, where 

they learn to see themselves as a principal rather than a teacher; third, organisational 

socialisation, where they learn about how to lead a specific school. We shall see below that 

many of the principals who participated in this study emphasised organisation-specific 

leadership preparation, suggesting that organisational socialisation was receiving more 

emphasis than professional socialisation. There is also considerable evidence from a range 

of contexts that mentoring and coaching by an established principal is a useful supplement 

to other forms of training (Bush & Chew, 1999; Hobson & Sharp, 2005), with Barnett & 

O’Mahony (2008) noting that mentoring approaches may differ by cultural setting– for 
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example, in more hierarchical cultures there may be more attention to skill development 

rather than to emotional support.  

 

However, whilst there is an extensive literature on preparation for leadership in national 

contexts (for example, Bush, 2013; Eacott, 2011; Gunter, Hall & Bragg, 2013; Gunter &  

Ribbins, 2003a, 2003b; Gunter, 2012) there is very little written on preparation for the role 

of being an international school leader, or the attributes required for successful execution 

of the role. Roberts & Mancuso’s (2014) work is an exception; they undertake a detailed 

content analysis of job advertisements for international school Directors with the explicit 

aim of informing aspiring leaders about the skills they need to develop for such roles. 

However, the findings focus on styles of leadership and personal attributes sought, rather 

than specific skill-sets. Another interesting study is by Keung & Rockinson-Szapkiw (2013), 

who find a positive correlation between the cultural intelligence of international school 

leaders and their engagement in transformational leadership. These studies provide some 

insights into preparation for the role, but deserve to be complemented by asking school 

leaders directly how they prepared themselves for their leadership positions, both through 

formal preparation programmes and by understanding the routes they took to taking up 

their senior leadership role.  

 

Berry and Townsend (2019) argue that the greater independence and autonomy of private 

schools in the UK compared with their state funded counterparts, produces a larger 

variability among such schools and ‘so any transition to senior leadership could be more 

complex than an equivalent transition in state (or public) schools’ (Berry & Townsend, 2019 

p.4). If this is the case for a group of schools within one nation, then we may expect an even 

greater variability in a group of heterogeneous schools that exist globally and seemingly 

held together by their nomenclature in no unitary site. Nevertheless, Bush (2018) believes 

there is a moral obligation for leadership preparation, however this is problematic within 

the international school context; it is not clear who the obligation is on, with a whole raft of 

global employers. 
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In summary, this literature review highlights the paucity of empirical data concerning the 

role of the international school leader, and of the forms of socialisation that are required for 

effective execution of their roles. These two aspects of international school leadership form 

the focus of this paper. The study that this article reports on had two research questions: 

1. What are the routes to headship, including leadership preparation, followed by 

international school principals in Malaysia? 

2. What are the leadership challenges that face international school principals in 

Malaysia?  

 

Research Methods 

 

The research that this article reports upon was a multiple case study. Our focus was on 

understanding leadership in 12 case-study international schools in Malaysia; although we 

only report on some of the data from these case-studies in this article, which is focused 

solely on the interview with the most senior educational leader within each case-study, and 

does not include other data from within each case-study. Case study as a method has a 

strength of being contextually in real life situations (Yin, 2014), it provides insightful 

knowledge from first hand narratives of their experiences and practice. Case studies 

recognise the complexity of social truths, catch unique data that may be lost in larger 

studies and provide insights into other similar situations.  The real strength of case studies 

are in ‘their attention to the subtlety and complexity of the case in its own right’ (Cohen, 

Manion, & Morrison, 2018 p.379). However, a disadvantage of case study is that 

generalisations are problematic (Cohen et al., 2018 p.380). We regard our data as indicative 

and illuminative, it sheds light onto leadership development and practice in international 

schools in Malaysia; further work would increase the knowledge in the field. 

 

Twelve principals of international schools in Malaysia were interviewed for this study in 

2018. The number of international schools in Malaysia has grown rapidly over the past 

decade, since the government relaxed regulations that prevented most Malaysians from 

using international schools in 2012. In September 2018 Malaysia had some 241 

international schools, making it the 8th largest provider of such schools globally (ISC 

Research, 2019).   
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The sample of principals interviewed was selected by a combination of opportunistic and 

purposeful sampling. A professional association of international schools in Malaysia 

distributed our call for participants, but we also approached many participants directly, 

being mindful of the need to include a range of schools. Whilst we do not claim that our 

sample is representative,  it includes both schools that primarily served the expatriate 

population in Kuala Lumpur, and schools that primarily served Malaysians in small towns 

and cities outside the capital; it includes both for-profit schools and non-profit schools and 

schools with a range of fees. In this way the range of schools in our sample was deliberate in 

order to gain rich data. Pseudonyms are employed, with gender preserved, in the analysis 

below to protect the identity of our participants, and that identifying features of the 

schools/ individuals concerned have also been removed; the international school world is 

small and care has to be taken to avoid inadvertently identifying our participants.  

 

None of the participants were Malaysian nationals and were predominately from Western 

countries such as the UK and the USA. The language of instruction of all the schools was 

English and whilst the curriculum varied, they were exclusively from Western countries. All 

the interviews were conducted in English; the mother tongue of all but one participant.  All 

of the schools defined themselves as international schools in their title and the participants 

all held the highest academic post within the school, frequently called a principal in such 

schools in Malaysia.  

 

The interviews were recorded and transcribed, the text was analysed using a constant 

comparison method to generate codes and develop emergent themes (Miles, Huberman, & 

Saldana, 2014). The participants indicated the ways in which they had been prepared for 

their role, and it was evident that their development of skills was a result mainly of 

serendipity rather than systematic preparation.  

 

Findings and Discussion  
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The discussion of the findings is within two broad emergent themes of the routes to 

headship and the key challenges that international school principals face. Within these two 

areas further sub themes are also examined 

 

Routes to Headship 

 

Our twelve participants had taken divergent paths towards international school leadership. 

Keith, John and Ryan had been principals in their home countries before they moved into 

international schooling; the remainder of our participants had become principals in the 

international school world. When they described their path towards headship, a clear plan 

or active development by others was markedly absent. Rather, several of our participants 

had simply seen new interesting challenges which had caused them to move incrementally. 

Philip offered a typical response: 

 

With regards to the progression of becoming a school principal, it was never really my intention to do 

this. But I was driven by the fact that often I felt that my immediate line manager was something that I 

could do that or I could do that better. 

 

Similarly, Max explained his job choices over time not in terms of ambition to become a 

principal, but instead:  

 

It was really opportunities that arise and looking for more challenges and succeed at what I’m trying 

and give it a go and get a reasonable job and I’m quite pleased with what I’ve done. 

 

Andrea also described herself as having accidentally fallen into headship, having first got a 

job in a small  school that grew, so that she became a leader of a large group of teachers by 

being in the right place at the right time. In consequence, they felt that their careers had not 

been consciously planned; Gordon expressed this path to headship succinctly: 

 

So how did I became an international school principal? Probably, I fell into it.  

 

These participants are therefore in contrast to the Scottish and English heads interviewed by 

Cowie & Crawford (2009), who refer to having been talent-spotted early on in their careers. 
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Although Gordon had been given guidance by a principal about skill-sets to develop, he was 

already in a relatively senior position; Claire and Trisha however, both described having 

been talent-spotted by a school owner: 

 

Basically she came up to me and she said you should go into headship. She said you know your staff 

better than your senior leadership team do. (Claire)  

 

Our data suggest that international schools lack a strong leadership pipeline that enables 

the identification of early leadership potential and its cultivation throughout an individual’s 

career. The geographical mobility of individuals in international schools perhaps explains 

why each school may feel they are not going to benefit from an investment in future 

leaders; the consequence, however, is to impoverish the leadership capability of the sector 

in general. This finding emphasises the importance of identifying other ways to support 

paths to leadership, including effective leadership programmes.  

 

The participants described four main ways in which they had developed their leadership 

skills: qualifications; role models; mentoring and experience. We shall discuss each of these 

in turn.  

 

Most of our participants had completed some kind of leadership qualification prior to 

becoming an international school leader. The qualifications completed included the National 

Professional Qualification for Headship, an MA Education, a Masters in Educational 

Leadership, an ILMP (International Leadership and Management Programme) and a 

Principals’ Training Center qualification. Only Andrea, Keith and Trisha had no qualifications 

in leadership, but Keith had a Masters in Education.  

 

Some participants believed that leadership qualifications were highly useful. Sandra thought 

they should be a prerequisite to taking up a senior leadership position. Trisha had 

experienced her lack of qualifications to be a problem and was currently completing one, 

saying: 
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I had no proper course, no one to teach me how to be a principal. And I felt like that was a major 

disadvantage, compared to the principals of other international schools who had gone through that 

education to be a leader. 

 

Conversely, others expressed reservations about the utility of such qualifications: 

 

I don’t believe that you can train to be a principal…I think it’s all about the characteristics, either you 

have them or you don’t. (Philip) 

 

I don’t think you learn how to be a leader by doing degrees, quite frankly…I don’t necessarily think 

leaders are born either; I think you can grow into leadership. (John) 

 

In other words, it is clear that several participants had reservations about the use they had 

derived from completing qualifications that were not rooted in the skills and knowledge 

needed by leaders in international schools. This echoes Harris, Jones & Adams’ (2016) 

finding that importing leadership qualifications from different cultural contexts can be 

highly problematic, and emphasises the need for international school specific leadership 

preparation. However, even if such qualifications were, in Gunter et al’s (2013) terms, 

functional (descriptive or normative), their utility could be called into question for this 

international school leadership. It is clear that several of our sample desire utility but others 

are dismissive.  

 

Some of the participants mentioned various role models during their careers, who had 

influenced their leadership practices. For example, Philip said: 

 

Role models…I’m very much a person who looks up towards…I like to look how people do things. And 

I’ve had the real privilege of watching someone lead a school extremely well and I’ve had the… I class it 

as a privilege to watch someone run a school pretty badly. 

 

However, the majority of our participants made no allusion to a role model who had 

inspired them, by providing either a positive or a negative example.  
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Crawford & Earley (2011) discuss how mentoring can be very useful to trainee heads, and 

many of the participants described having a mentor whilst performing a leadership role, 

either currently or in a previous position. For example, when Andrea first became a head of 

section, her school principal offered considerable support: 

 

The head teacher and myself were both fairly new into that type of role. And it was a really special time 

because every morning we would meet have a cup of tea and plan the day…So I was very lucky… I had a 

daily mentor.  

 

Similarly, Trisha spoke about the support she got from the previous principal: 

 

She always had my back. She always, always said, ‘What do you think?’ The first year was - everyday I’d 

be sitting there ‘[Name of principal], what do I do?’, ‘[Name of principal], what do I do?’ And then 

slowly she said, ‘You’ve got to stop asking me.’ 

 

Some of our participants led a school that was owned by a corporation which owned several 

other schools, either within Malaysia or internationally. They spoke about finding it useful to 

get support from the other principals and from the head of the corporation. Other 

participants spoke about their school’s owners having corporate/ leadership experience that 

they were able to draw on when they found it helpful. Mentoring was thereby one of the 

two most important forms of preparation mentioned by participants (Bush & Chew, 1999; 

Hobson & Sharp, 2005; Barnett & O’Mahony, 2008). 

 

Finally, many participants argued that learning from experience was essential, indeed this 

was often claimed to be the most important form of preparation. Most of them had few 

opportunities for formal feedback from anyone in their organisation, and argued that 

applying the skill of self-reflection was essential. John averred: 

 

I still make mistakes and have to learn from those…I think effectiveness comes with passing of time and 

learning from those mistakes, and adjusting to the changes that you have faced, in terms with the 

context that you are operating. It’s not rocket science. 
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It would be of interest in further work to look at the connection between temporary posts 

of international school principals and the nature of their leadership. Does leadership 

become a functional perspective (‘get the will of the owner done’) or a role that has 

independent critical thought? It may well be that their agency is reduced by their very 

transience.  

 

The evidence from our sample suggests that preparation for aspiring leaders is rarely 

emphasised in international schools. Participants stressed instead the importance of 

learning the skill of self-reflection, and being able to learn from mistakes. Alongside this, 

there was discussion of the importance of mentoring to their journey towards leadership. As 

this mentoring was usually provided by someone within their organisation (a more senior 

leader, a trustee or owner), there is a risk that of the forms of socialisation mentioned by 

Crow (2001) and Bush (2018), organisational socialisation, is receiving more emphasis than 

professional or personal socialisation; in many cases, mentors were not educational 

professionals themselves, so that socialisation into a profit-driven organisation was 

receiving more attention than professional allegiance.  

 

 

Key Challenges of International School Leadership 

 

After ascertaining their routes to headship, we questioned the principals about the key 

challenges of their role. Several participants spoke to us about features of the role that they 

felt were significantly different from being leaders of schools in national contexts, although 

only three participants had direct experience of leading a school in a national context. In this 

section, we shall discuss each of the key challenges in turn.  

 

Loneliness 

 

The first challenge for many participants was dealing with the loneliness of being the 

principal of an international school. They felt that this was more acute than the loneliness of 

the role in national settings. The institution itself is more isolated, as it is ‘detached’ from 

the host nation schools around it, following a different curriculum and typically operating in 
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a different language. The school leader is likely to lack networks away from the school. In 

other words, whilst loneliness is common to all headships, it may be accentuated in the 

international environment where the principal has arrived in a new country where s/he 

lacks established networks, often lives close to the school, and finds that their social life 

overlaps with school life – what Caffyn (2010) refers to as a ‘psychic prison mentality’  (p. 

328) of international schools. 

 

Networking skills become extra salient in this situation. A number of the principals referred 

to various formal organisations of international schools in Malaysia and across South-East 

Asia. Max explained why he had made participating in networks of international schools a 

priority:  

 

It’s a very lonely place as an international school. You need to get you networks, you need to make sure 

what you are doing.  

 

It was noticeable that nearly all our participants advised newcomers to get involved with 

international school networks, in part to counteract the loneliness. Although these schools 

were ostensibly competitors with one another, Claire particularly pointed this out, several 

of the principals had stories of other headteachers reaching out to offer support when they 

first arrived in the country. Sandra found this very useful; working 14 hours a day several 

days a week and answering emails every day throughout the school holidays, she had no 

time to construct an independent social life upon arriving in a new country, particularly as 

she had arrived with no family. An exception to this was Keith, who was not aware that any 

associations of principals existed in Malaysia. He was principal of a small school that was not 

connected to these organisations, and relatively new to the country. The principals of 

schools that were in ‘chains’ or groups benefitted from networking within the group, the 

schools being frequently in different geographical locations and not in direct competition.  

 

This loneliness also manifested itself in that all our participants developed at least one 

confidante, a ‘go to’ person for confidential professional advice.  Some of the schools 

involved in this study were owned by corporations with more than one school. Their leaders 

found talking to other principals in the corporation, whether in Malaysia or beyond, another 
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helpful source of support. It was therefore clear that the ability to construct and use 

networks effectively was particularly important to the execution of these international 

school principals’ roles. In the cases where the school had a singular owner, such as Ryan 

and Trisha, this confidante was another member of the owner’s family, who was also an 

employee, who they trusted.  

 

Transience 

 

Echoing the work of Gardner-McTaggart (2018), the transient nature of international 

schools featured in the interviews as a key challenge faced by the international school 

leader. Transience was threefold; turnover and insecurity of students, staff and the 

principals themselves. In some schools, there was a large turnover of children, although in 

schools with a large proportion of local (Malaysian) students this was less of an issue. For 

example, Martin’s school had several children of Foreign Service officials, who left every two 

years on another assignment, while Ryan had a 20% turnover in the student population 

each year as expatriate families departed. As in the international schools studied by Lee, 

Hallinger & Walker (2011), short-term contracts were the norm in all of these schools,  both 

of teaching staff and of the principals themselves. For example, Claire was on a 2-year 

contract and felt that this was too short a period to impact on the culture of a school.  

 

The principals  developed strategies to cope with this transience. Some sought a balance in 

their student bodies and on their staff to protect the school against future fluctuations in 

specific populations, for example staff with families were specifically sought as they were 

thought likely to stay longer than single teachers. One specific issue in relation to transient 

staff was safeguarding, and some principals reported developing procedures to check the 

backgrounds of teachers coming from a range of countries, some without detailed 

background checks on adults working with children. Here, principal networks were 

important, which enabled principals informally to warn one another about teachers whose 

background may be a matter of concern.   

 



17 
 

On the other hand, some principals reported that transience was not a feature of their 

schools. Gordon’s school predominantly served host country national students, and also had 

a high proportion of Malaysian teachers: 

 

A lot of our students will spend 11-12 years at the school. A lot of the teachers have been here for 15-

20 years. 

 

Although he was on a limited two year contract, it had been repeatedly renewed over 

a number of years and he was deliberately attempting to build greater stability by 

employing more Malaysian teaching staff with less reliance on expatriates.  With over two-

thirds of the students being Malaysian, this was clearly a ‘local’ international school. He did 

not compute exact figures for longevity, but the school had a low transient workforce and 

student body. One wonders if this will become a characteristic of such schools.  

 

 

 

 

Cultural Differences 

 

All of the principals discussed the cultural challenges they faced in leading an international 

school and the skills they had developed to meet these. This echoes Keung & Rockinson-

Szapkiw’s (2013) exploration of the importance of cultural intelligence to international 

school leaders. 

 

Max stressed the importance of a principal quickly gaining an understanding of the local 

culture:  

 

Just to get to know the people and the culture as quickly as possible. And understand that it’s going to 

be different than other country that you have been in because losing face is important and not losing 

face is important. How you behave and what you say and how you say it. 

 

Cultural differences affected diverse relationships with students, parents, teachers and 

school owners. For example, Philip had experienced cultural differences in how parents 
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viewed the home-school relationship, echoing Blandford & Shaw’s (2001) assertion that 

high but varied parental expectations are a major challenge for international school leaders: 

 

Lots of different nationalities of parents, and we’ve all got a different view of whether they should have 

an input in schools or whether they shouldn’t and there are some nationalities that you shouldn’t 

question the leader and some who very much want to. 

 

In their study of the use of critical friends in schools, Swaffield & MacBeath (2005) point out 

that the power distance that applies in a particular culture may alter the dynamics of this 

relationship, noting that in some cultures it is not acceptable for a more senior person to 

admit areas of ignorance. These cultural differences in how authority is expressed were 

played out in the current study through relationships with both owners and staff. For 

instance, Keith had learnt that the owner of his school didn’t like to ‘lose face’ by being 

contradicted publicly. Claire had been surprised by some of the assumptions made by the 

owners of her current school:  

 

They are Chinese [Malaysians]. They’ve got some very funny ideas about finance, the school budgets, 

and not disclosing information about numbers. 

 

In addition, Ryan referred to cultural differences in how support staff executed their 

responsibilities; he felt that the local culture encouraged people to be reactive rather than 

proactive, so that his oversight needed to be more proactive.  

 

The principals described the necessity for clear communication with their staff and parent 

body, and being explicit about assumptions that might be taken for granted in another 

cultural setting. For instance, John said: 

 

The Chinese [Malaysians] have been brought up in an education system that is very traditional, very 

demanding and very focused, and that’s not the way we do things in teaching and learning anymore. 

There are other ways to skin the cat where the kids can actually enjoy the process of learning. And so 

it’s being proactive in getting the parents in and explaining the sorts of strategies that schools employ 

nowadays. 
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Teacher training was central to school leaders working with a culturally mixed teaching 

staff. Max had a culturally mixed teaching body, and this necessitated offering clear teacher 

training on approaches used commonly in English schools to deliver the English curriculum. 

 

Most of the principals expressed an openness to the different cultural experiences involved 

in leading an international school.  

 

Governance 

 

Benson’s (2011) large-scale study of administrator turnover in international schools found 

that the most common reason for an administrator leaving was the school board, 

specifically either changes in the board composition or micro-managing by the board. 

Similarly, our study identified managing constructive relationships for effective governance 

as a central element of the international school principal’s role. In most national contexts of 

school leadership, there are clear structures for governance (Hayden & Thomas, 2008); 

whilst there may be differences between private and public schools, there are usually 

established parameters and regulatory frameworks that are frequently legally binding. 

Whilst recognising that governance models used in many national systems have become 

increasingly diverse in recent years, they still typically adhere to these norms, whereas an 

international school may not have a board at all, with a principal talking directly to a single 

owner (Hayden & Thomas, 2008).  By contrast, the principals reported highly diverse 

systems of governance in international schools (Blandford & Shaw, 2001; James & 

Sheppard, 2014) and having to negotiate their own role carefully. For example, Philip led a 

for-profit school whereas Max’s school was a charity; yet, both placed a similar emphasis on 

the amount of trust the owners placed in them. We suggest that the range of governance 

models in international schools is a fruitful area for further research.  

 

The scope of duties that fell under headship varied between organisations. Some of the 

principals compared themselves to a CEO, whereas Keith reported that the owner acted as 

the CEO in his school. Andrea had found her role as a principal changing substantially as the 

school had been bought and sold by various owners; under some owners it felt like she was 

working for a business, whereas under others it felt more like she worked for a school. In 
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John’s previous headship, the owners had been non-educationalists, and that had caused 

problems as they had made decisions that caused friction with parents. However, his 

present owners specialised in education, and he felt they had a useful expertise to offer. 

Alistair led a parent-governed school. He had spent a lot of time developing the governing 

body, making sure that they were trained, that the school was implementing best 

governance practice and that the governors’ contributions to the school were optimised.  

 

Business Elements 

 

Several of the principals saw their role as closer to being a CEO than a traditional 

headteacher. In consequence, they had had to acquire a range of business-related skills, 

such as marketing and finance; Claire described her decision to dismiss several people, 

including someone suffering from mental illness, as ‘normal’ in a school start-up. This did 

not only apply to headteachers working in for-profit schools, but was particularly acute in 

some of the for-profit institutions. Alistair worked for a not-for-profit school, but 

nevertheless compared himself to a CEO: 

 

The very nature of leading of school, as compared to what it was 10-20 years ago, is very different now. 

Nowadays you are a CEO…You are expected to deal with all of the things that anyone running a 

business organisation would need to do.  

 

He explained that most of his time was spent in meetings overseeing both the academic and 

non-academic leadership team; he had exerted considerable energy in overseeing major 

infrastructural changes. Martin reported that he had ensured that those in charge of 

admissions and marketing reported directly to him rather than to the Head of Operations 

because: 

 

Admissions and marketing are seen as the driving force of the school. We’ve got to get that right. 

 

He felt this element of the role was the biggest single change from his prior role, a head of 

primary section in the same school. The principals varied in the extent to which they 
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thought that international school principals needed to actively engage with the business 

side of the role. John stressed the variability of the role: 

 

And having worked at four international schools, all of them have been quite different, where some 

want you to be at the grassroots level in the classrooms and others want you to be fulfilling more of the 

CEO type, more remote just simply by the pressure of paperwork and planning and strategy. 

 

The principals who worked in for-profit schools all sought either to emphasise the positives 

of this environment, or to claim that they protected educational aspects from being 

encroached on by the business side. For example, Martin pointed out that being part of a 

larger business had enabled the school to borrow money when it wasn’t making a profit, but 

said his main advice for a new international school principal would be: 

 

It’s really important to stick to your educational principles, as in your pedagogy and the way that you 

think education should be, but still have in mind that you are working for a business. 

 

All the principals were conscious of their school’s market position. Gordon argued that the 

exponential expansion of international schools in Malaysia was one of his biggest 

challenges, especially against a background of problems in the oil and gas sector, 

traditionally one of the strengths of the Malaysian economy. As a result, international 

schools were poaching students, and sometimes teachers, from one another. Gordon 

warned: 

 

We’re going to go through a period where people are being very cut-throat about fees, about 

scholarships, just to try and keep afloat. I think there’s going to be closures, which will shake people’s 

confidence in the system. 

 

He felt that the competitive and business-oriented aspects of international school headship 

were going to become more prominent.  

 

Managing School Composition 
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There were three major ways in which principals reported actively managing the 

composition of the school community: the cultural make-up of the student and staffing 

bodies; language issues; and special educational needs. While Gardner-McTaggart (2018) 

sees international school leaders as focused on maintaining student numbers, our data 

suggest that who makes up the numbers is equally important to these leaders.  

 

Managing the cultural composition of either the student body and/ or the teaching staff 

featured heavily in the interviews, with many of the principals reporting that demographic 

decisions were an important aspect of their role.  Historically, the Malaysian government 

had restricted the number of Malaysians who could attend international schools; since 

these restrictions had been relaxed in 2012, some schools had imposed restrictions of their 

own. For example, Andrea limited the percentage of Malaysian students, stating: “We don't 

go above 40%.” In addition, she required that all teachers (apart from language teachers) be 

British trained and experienced in teaching the English curriculum, although they did not 

have to be British passport holders. She justified these measures as necessary in order to be 

a “true” British school – a feature of the school’s marketing.  

 

John said that managing to maintain a balance between the different cultures in the school 

was his biggest challenge, explaining that he didn’t want children who shared a first 

language other than English to group together and form “cliques”: 

 

The point is that we are not too heavily weighted with one particular nationality to the detriment of the 

others. 

 

Language issues were also mentioned by Martin, who reported having restricted the 

number of students from China in order to protect the international features of the school 

and to ensure that the students used English language in their friendship groups. Sandra 

said that language did not feature in her admissions decisions at primary level, but that no 

single nationality was permitted to exceed 25% of the student body, so that the 

internationalism of the school was maintained. The reasons given for managing the cultural 

composition of the staffing body differed. Both Max and Martin reported that their 

governors had set caps on the number of expatriate teachers they could recruit for financial 
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reasons – as expatriate staff were paid more than local staff. By contrast, in Sandra’s school, 

the ethnicity/ nationality of a teacher was considered irrelevant during recruitment, 

although she acknowledged that there was a predominance of Western staff simply because 

of their familiarity with the curriculum and relevant teaching methodologies. However, 

Claire felt that a more insidious reason had affected recruitment policy in her school before 

she had arrived, claiming “international schools want white faces” for marketing reasons, 

adding “it’s just overwhelming with selling whiteness.” She tried to recruit a range of 

expatriate teachers from different backgrounds, and feature them all on the school’s 

website. 

 

Special educational needs provision was frequently referred to during the interviews. 

Several principals reported that they aimed to be inclusive, but that they imposed various 

restrictions on full inclusion. This was justified in terms of needing to be sure that they could 

meet an individual’s needs, but heads also admitted struggling to reconcile their belief in 

inclusion with the business side of their school. Martin explained that he had admitted 

many students with special needs:  

 

But what it does for us as a school is, it also puts a name for the school out there as being The Special 

Needs School. So, there are a lot of schools out there that are very exclusive. That actually sells 

themselves on ‘we don’t have any special needs at our school’. 

 

Trisha was unabashed by her selection decisions; she was clear that her school did not 

accept students with special needs, and also refused to admit one boy for wearing an 

earring and another for having long hair in a ponytail “because we pride ourselves in being a 

very traditional school.” By contrast, Ryan thought that being selective (about language 

proficiency and SEN) sat uncomfortably with his previous role as a principal in his home 

country:  

 

That's the hard part. As a public educator, it’s a different role. Its business. That's probably the 

biggest personal challenge. Not to just fling your arms open and take them all in. 
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The notion that the job of the principal is to actively manage the school community in terms 

of ethnicity, nationality, first language and special educational needs is in sharp contrast to 

how such practices would be viewed in many Western settings – and indeed would run 

counter to equality legislation in some countries. It is notable that these schools frequently 

had admissions policies that were different to what clearly was occurring operationally. Yet, 

all of these principals were trying to grapple with these concerns in a reflective manner to 

improve education in their institutions. This clearly demonstrates how the issues to be 

discussed in principal preparation for international schools can be expected to differ 

markedly from those for leadership preparation in national settings. 

 

We have identified six key features of the international school principal’s role that our 

participants identified as differing from school leadership in national contexts. However, 

finally, it is important to draw attention to key aspects of a principal’s role in many other 

contexts that were conspicuously absent from these interviews. None of the principals 

mentioned behaviour management as taking up much of their time, for example; indeed, 

Andrea expressed a concern that so many children were over-achieving in her school that 

children were made to feel inadequate who would have been considered high-flyers in 

other contexts. Another salient absence was that none of the principals discussed 

challenges in stimulating parental involvement; indeed, many of them had found the need 

to demarcate roles for parents to prevent what they saw as parents wishing to overstep 

their role. In summary, while international school leaders report a range of issues that are 

specific to international school leadership, there are equally a number of aspects of 

headship in national contexts that barely feature in international schools.  

 

 

Conclusion 

 

This paper has focused on the contrasts between international school headship and school 

leadership in national contexts. We are acutely aware of the small size of our sample and 

the subsequent tentative nature of our conclusions; however, these findings merit further 

work in additional contexts.  We have seen that individuals take diverse routes to leadership 

in international schools and that these institutions lack a clear leadership pipeline. We have 
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noted that varied forms of leadership preparation were followed by these individuals, and 

that some felt that their preparation had been insufficient. Building on the work of the few 

previous researchers who have examined this area (Calnin et al, 2018; Gardner-McTaggart, 

2018; Blandford & Shaw, 2001; Benson, 2011; Keller, 2015; Lee, Hallinger & Walker, 2011; 

Keung & Rockinson-Szapkiw, 2013), we have identified key challenges of the role of the 

international school principal: loneliness; transience; cultural differences; governance; 

business elements; and managing school composition.  

 

The heads discussed their sense of isolation and the measures that they took in an attempt 

to mitigate a sense of loneliness in their decision-making. The schools in our sample differed 

in their level of transient staff and students, some principals saw it as challenge to bring 

more order and less change; in particular where the student population had a sizable 

proportion of Malaysian national children then there was greater stability. All our 

participants referred to the nature of dealing with cultural differences in Malaysia between 

owners, governors, staff and parents, and the navigation of these cultural differences was a 

challenge for our principals.  There was a range of governance models in our sample, from 

single owners to parental groups to a more corporate multi school organisation. This 

created different challenges ranging from owners being on school site daily to those where 

owners were transnational. There was a particular focus around the student roll and its 

financial consequences.  The discourse within the interviews was often on the language of 

business: profit margins; price of the product (fees); competition and marketing. Finally, a 

key element of the principals’ role also appeared to be managing the composition of the 

student population in terms of special educational needs and ethnic groups. It appears 

there are also distinct differences of leadership challenges in those schools that are 

‘international’ international schools and ‘local’ national schools; again, this area needs 

further research. 

 

Our research into the different challenges involved in headship of international schools 

means that there is a need for further research into leadership preparation courses for 

international school principals. However, there is no unitary ‘site’ for the leadership 

preparation of international school principals; this creates a vacuum in terms of leading the 

leadership preparation of such staff. Moreover, we postulate that such preparation may be 
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difficult as the challenges they face may well differ globally and further work needs to be 

carried in other locations in order to contribute to the field. The leadership preparation of 

our sample was frequently inadvertent, and their routes to leadership in international 

schools varied. The challenges that our participants faced varied and the wide range of 

types of international school will create inherent problems in creating a unified programme 

that principals may find useful.  

 

In this article we have examined the challenges of an international school principal’s role in 

the specific context of Malaysia; the contextual variations bringing different leadership 

challenges within one host nation were significant. However, we should finish by 

emphasising some of the commonalities. Philip described the driving principle behind every 

decision he made: 

 

Don’t make decisions based on what’s right for you and what’s right for the teachers, and what’s right 

for the parents, always based your decisions on what’s right for the children and then I still believe that 

idea that you can then go home and sleep. 

 

This is what underpins effective school leadership everywhere.  
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