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Summary
-is review study is concerned with an overview of current international research related to the to-
pic: leadership in education1. -e topic’s importance and popularity is the underlying motivation for 
writing this study as it can be considered one of the keystones for successful educational institutions 
and policies. On the other hand, criticism is o.en raised due to the quality of empirical evidence 
which should support and verify the measures implemented into practice. -e theoretical analysis 
includes studies published in magazines included in the WOS (Web of Science) database in the last 5 
years (work was completed in October 2019) that are associated with keywords “educational/school/
teacher leadership”. -e 75 studies were found and later analysed with regards to di/erent points of 
view: geographical origin, thematic perspective and several methodological aspects. -e results are 
discussed in the study. 

Keywords: educational leadership, school leadership, teacher leadership, research.
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1. IntroductIon1

According to the OECD Report (Pont, Nusche, Moorman 2008), leadership is 
an important topic within educational policies in many countries and a signi-
0cant subject of scienti0c research. Educational experts are interested in this 

�� 7KH�VWXG\�ZDV�FUHDWHG�DV�D�SDUW�RI�6ORYDN�5HDVHDUFK�DQG�'HYHORSPHQW�$JHQF\��$399�
65'$�� SURMHFW� �������� 2U[EJQNQIKEMȝ� RTȐUVWR� Mǡ VXQTDG�� KORNGOGPVȄEKK� Cǡ QXGTQXCPKW�
MQORGVGPȬPȌJQ�OQFGNW�TQ\XQLC�NȐFTQX�XǡGFWMȄEKK��2U[EJQNQIKECN�#RRTQCEJ�VQ�%TGCVKQP��+ORNG-
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0eld mainly because it represents opportunities for creating the base for necessary 
institutional changes which would lead to success. -e interconnection between le-
adership and schools’ improvement has been already documented in a few studies 
(see e. g. Leithwood et al. 2004) and Schleicher (2015) even states that 21st century 
schools are de0ned by strong leadership, con0dent teachers and innovative approa-
ches. According to foreign authors, the particular interest in the leader in education 
(hereina.er LiE) can be categorised into two main strands. -e 0rst strand mostly 
includes school management (educational/school leadership) and the second strand 
refers to the teachers’ level (educational/teacher leadership). Generally, it includes 
both encouraging and in3uencing other people in order to achieve common goals 
(Pont, Nusche, Moorman 2008).

leadership in education: topic’s expansion in context

Leadership is one of the most researched phenomena in social sciences. It is because 
the e/ective functioning of any social group is determined by the qualities of its lea-
der who is usually seen as responsible for both achievements and failures of the entire 
group regardless of his/her actual input or unpredictable external factors (Weber, 
Camerer, Rottenstreich, Knez, 2001; Bass, Bass 2008). 100 years of social psycholo-
gistś  research concerned with leadership was marked by enthusiasm resulting from 
the popular topic and incrementally valid progress on the one hand, but by many 
paradigmatic shi.s, false signals and contradictory 0ndings on the other (Antona-
kis, Day 2018). Despite all of this, this vast knowledge base is currently considered 
a source for all organisational structures in various sectors and industries including 
education.

Some authors consider the 80’s a breakthrough period in education when attention 
was slowly drawn to the necessary changes in schools’ management preparation and 
development. Subsequently, the beginnings of the 21st century were particularly im-
portant once the school management emerged essentially as the main problem in 
educational reforms (Hallinger 2003). In the next few years, the schools’ leadership 
became a central subject for many experts from di/erent countries even though the 
topic was relatively new and still developing; thus building upon high-quality em-
pirical data was di4cult. Ärlestig et al. (2016) point out the situation in Brazil and 
China where the term “leadership” was rarely used in scienti0c studies. In contrast, 
English-speaking countries had a long-standing tradition of empirical and conceptu-
al research related to management in education including leadership which is closely 
related to institutional management.

-e analytical tool Google Trends provides evidence that the topic of “education” 
together with the word “leadership” is one of the most searched lexical collocations 
since 2004. No wonder, since countries try to adjust their educational systems to the 
needs of contemporary society and thus the expectations with regard to schools and 
their management changed. 
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leadership in education: some of the problematic research 
Areas

It is a known fact nowadays that LiE plays a crucial role in improving school results 
on various levels. -e areas a/ected are: school atmosphere, teachers’ motivation 
and input and the teaching process itself (Pounder, Ogawa, Adams 1995; Leithwood, 
Jantzi 2000; Leithwood et al. 2004). In addition to e/ectiveness itself, the question 
of LiE’s conceptualization of competencies became a centre of attention. Together 
with attempts related to the creation of complex models (e. g. Gajardo, Carmenado 
2012; NEA, NBPTS, CTQ 2014; JFF, CCSSO 2017), a need to de0ne speci0c leader-
ship aspects that are applicable and e/ective in educational context arose. 

-e idea that transformative leadership in3uences important organizational attitudes 
and results has been su4ciently validated by now (Bass 1998; Avolio 1999). Moreover, 
the research in an educational context shows the recognizable positive connection 
between transformative leadership and: (1) evaluation of school conditions together 
with teachers’ determination to change (Fullan 2002); (2) students’ results (Sun, Le-
ithwood 2013); (3) classroom management e/ectiveness (Khany, Ghoreishi 2014). -e 
evidence of other concepts’ e/ectiveness is not that obvious (e. g. instructional, inno-
vative, moral, servant, cultural or political relevant). It is a fact that some of them are 
just a “slogan” and a marketing tool (Leithwood et al. 2006; Nedelcu 2013) lacking the 
empirically veri0ed theoretical framework (Dinham et al. 2011). 

Furthermore, it is obvious that the LiE trend is connected to the need of speci0c trai-
ning for teachers and managers in schools which would allow them to react e4ciently 
in extending roles and responsibilities. In spite of enthusiasm and broad consensus 
among the practitioners and policymakers in regard to the impact of professional de-
velopment on the improvement of a leader’s knowledge, skills and abilities, it is clear 
that empirical evidence proving the e/ectiveness of training and its impact on LiE 
development is limited (Davis et al. 2005; Maruyama, Ryan 2014). 

explicitly defined goals of the study 

-e schools of the future (as depicted by international trends) are open organisations 
constantly learning and adapting to ongoing changes (Marsick, Watkins 1999). It is 
also clear that any attempts to introduce systematic changes are unsuccessful un-
less they are implemented on the level of education process and learning (McKinsey, 
Company 2007). Teachers and school managers with leadership potential thus them-
selves stand in the centre of attention as creators and multipliers of innovations and 
common visions. -e recent interest in the discussed matter together with massive 
interest in the topic may contribute to its huge popularity which will lead to imple-
mentation of unveri0ed facts. As Hackman and Wageman (2007) noted, no other 
topic from behavioural science o/ers such a misalignment between the richly written 
theory and what can actually be said about it with regard to empirical evidence (see 
also Bennis 1959). In this context, the goal of this paper is to explore the production 
of the current high-quality research and its nature using the the following questions: 
(1) Which countries have shown the greatest production of high-quality research wit-
hin LiE recently?; (2) Which topics are discussed in the high-quality research within 
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LiE recently?; (3) Which type of research within LiE was done recently?. Based on the 
answers to the aforementioned questions, the study’s conclusion will try to determi-
nate the relationship between the knowledge level within LiE and its actual quality.

2. metHods
-e presented review study is a theoretical type of descriptive research study as it 
introduces a systematic review with regard to new knowledge based on existing facts. 
-e analysis includes 75 research studies published in the last 5 years in the most 
prestigious database, Web of Science (WOS). -e searching for studies took place in 
October 2019 and included only magazine databases (excluding monographs, chap-
ters in monographs and articles in almanacs) and the studies were found via the 
keywords “educational/school/teacher leadership”. A.er a detailed research of study 
abstracts, six were excluded because they treated the LiE topic only indirectly. -ere-
fore the 0nal analysis includes 69 studies.

-e WOS database was selected because of the strict process of peer-review and the 
lowest number of published works with suspicions of predatory practices (Macháček, 
Srholec 2016). A.er establishing the de0nitive number of studies, the principles of 
both qualitative and quantitative content analysis were applied.

-e validation of the qualitative analysis results was guaranteed by two independen-
tly categorizing coders.

3. results
-e 0rst research question tried to identify the countries that have recently shown 
the greatest production of high-quality research within LiE (in the last 5 years). Every 
study that was incorporated into the analysis (N = 69) represented one entire unit, 
but only a portion of the unit was assigned to study’s co-authors who came from dif-
ferent countries (this means that the entire unit was distributed between the number 
of the di/erent countries of origin if needed, regardless of the number of authors).

-e results of the 0rst analysis are presented in Graph 1. -ree countries with the 
highest portion regarding production of the research within LiE are: USA (f = 18), 
Australia (f = 8) and UK (f = 8). In the last 5 years, authors from English-speaking 
countries (n = 6) wrote approximately 58% of the total number of published high-
quality studies within LiE in spite of the fact that these countries together represent 
roughly only one fourth of the total number of countries included in the research  
(26 countries with reported production of results in the last 5 years were compared). 
-e WOS database has not registered any Slovak or Czech article about LiE published 
in the magazine during the given period.
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Graph 1. production of research in the last 5 years with regard to geographical 
origin according to Wos database.

-e second research question is concerned with thematic content analysis of the high
-quality research within LiE in the last 5 years. In the Table 1, the results presented 
clearly show that the three most frequent themes are associated with the next areas: 
(a) conceptualization of LiE (f = 13), (b) preparation and development aspects (f = 12) 
and (c) in3uences and impacts of LiE on di/erent conditions of school operations, on 
their members and on their students (f = 10). Other important themes are: analysis 
of educational policies connected to LiE (f = 9), production of research within LiE 
linked chronologically with a certain geographic area (f = 7) and last but not least, 
interest in schools’ directors (f = 6).

7DEOH��� Analysis of thematic focus of research within lie

'LUHFWRUV���GLIIHUHQW�DVSHFWV�RI�/L(

�I��

Cultural influences

Leadership style

5RGEKƒE�FGXGNQROGPV

Working in special environment

Identity of director as a leader

Determiners of fluctuation

'HOLPLWDWLRQ�LPSOHPHQWDWLRQ�RI�FHUWDLQ�W\SH�RI�/L(

�I���

Culturally responsive LiE

Instructional LiE

Transformative LiE

Distributive LiE

Comparison of different models of LiE
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�I���

&GXGNQROGPV�QH�GHƒEKGPV�.K'�OQFGN�HQT�KORNGOGPVKPI�EJCPIGU�CV�UEJQQNU

&GXGNQROGPV�QH�.K'�OQFGN�HQT�KPENWUKXG�GPXKTQPOGPV�CPF�VJG�PGGF�HQT�UQEKCN�GSWCNKV[

Development of LiE model for school representatives – middle management

New approach to complex conceptualisation of LiE

Examples of good practice of implementation of LiE at schools

)XQFWLRQDO�DVSHFWV�RI�OHDGHUVKLS�LQ�VFKRRO�HQYLURQPHQW��LPSDFWV��FRUUHODWLRQV�

�I���

Teachers’ satisfaction with work

Organizational variables

Students’ results

Digital technologies

Overall change of organization

5EJQQNŨU�OKETQ�RQNKE[�TGNCVKQPU

3UHSDUDWLRQ�RI�/L(�˴�GHYHORSLQJ�DVSHFWV�

�I���

preparation of inclusive leaders

professional programme of development

Adaptation and initiation programmes

Ethical principles during preparation

Programme for leadership preparation of postgraduate students

2TQITCOOGU�HQT�NGCFGTUJKR�RTGRCTCVKQP�QH�FKTGEVQTU�VGCEJGTU�KP�EQWPVTKGU

Chronological development of programmes in countries

/GVJQFU�QH�ƒPCPEKCN�UWRRQTV�HQT�.K'�CPF�HQT�EJCPIGUŨ�UWUVCKPCDKNKV[

/L(�LQ�VSHFL̨F�FRQGLWLRQV��HQYLURQPHQW�

�I��

dialogic leadership in community schools

lie - english-language teachers for non-native speakers

/L(�̰�3K\VLFDO�HGXFDWLRQ�WHDFKHUV�LQ�FXOWXUDOO\�GLYHUVLͤHG�FODVVURRPV

Relational leadership in community schools

Culturally relevant leadership in different contexts

*HRJUDSKLFDO�DQG�FKURQRORJLFDO�PDS�RI�/L(�UHVHDUFK�UHVXOWV˹�SURGXFWLRQ�

�I��

Comparison of two areas

General international map of knowledge production

Knowledge production in one geographic area
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/HDGHU˹V�SHUVRQDOLW\�DQG�LGHQWLW\

�I��

9DOXHV�PRWLYDWLRQ�SHUVRQDO�WUDLWV�FKDUDFWHULVWLFV

emotions

%XLOGLQJ�RI�FRQͤGHQFH

+FGPVKƒECVKQP�YKVJ�TGHQTOU�QP�RGTUQPCN�NGXGN

Methods of self-reflection

$QDO\VLV�RI�HGXFDWLRQDO�SROLF\�ZLWKLQ�/L(

�I��

Critical analysis of the research

Examples of the reforms’ implementation at schools

Development of innovations’ implementation and schools’ autonomy strengthening

Students’ results in the context of educational policy

Analysis of the educational policy in a certain country

Professional standards

'HYHORSLQJ�WKH�PHDVXULQJ�WRRO

�I��
0HDVXULQJ�RI�VSHFLͤF�W\SH�RI�OHDGHUVKLS

measuring of one’s own developmental progress

-e last area of analysis focused on methodological aspects published in LiE studies 
included in the WOS database. In Table 2, the presented results point to the fact that 
theoretical methods prevail in the research (61%) while its substantial part consists 
of studies lacking a systematic (scienti0c) approach (f = 16. 38%). Quantitative ana-
lyses were found in 12 empirical studies (meta-analyses and mixed empirical and 
selected theoretical-empirical research) which represents 17% of the total production 
of high-quality research results during the evaluation period. Qualitative analyses 
were found in 13 empirical studies which represents 19% of the total production of 
high-quality research results during the evaluation period. At the same time, two 
methodological studies were found.

7DEOH���� Analysis of methodological focus of research within lie

7KHRUHWLFDO�UHVHDUFK

�I���

Review study of literature

Review synthesis of studies

Systematic review study

Systematic conceptual approach to the theory development

Critical essay

Review study of literature – unsystematic (lacking methodology)

Integrative review e study
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(PSLULFDO�TXDOLWDWLYH�UHVHDUFK

�I��

Self-study

Multiple case study

Case study

(PSLULFDO�TXDQWLWDWLYH�UHVHDUFK

�I�� Meta-analysis

(PSLULFDO�PL[HG�UHVHDUFK

�I��

Evaluation study

Action research

Comparison of schools

7KHRUHWLFDO�HPSLULFDO�UHVHDUFK

�I��

%QODKPCVKQP�QH�TGXKGY�UVWF[�CPF�SWGUVKQPPCKTG

Combination of review study and multiple case study

Combination of review study and evaluation

Combination of review study and ethnography

0HWKRGRORJLFDO�UHVHDUFK

�I��
the measuring tool’s development

tool’s development and its testing

4. dIscussIon
-e discussion is led in the context of several presented 0ndings.

1. Authors from English-speaking countries wrote approximately 58% of the to-
tal number of published high-quality LiE studies in spite of the fact that these 
countries together represented roughly only one fourth of the total number of 
countries included in the research. -e abovementioned 0nding corresponds 
with statements of Ärlestiga et al. (2016) that these countries have a long-standing 
tradition of empirical and conceptual research with regard to management in 
education including leadership which is closely related to institutional manage-
ment. Even according to other authors, the Anglo-Saxon scientists have provi-
ded major contributions to production of LiE research since the 80’s (Hallinger, 
Bryant 2013; Walker, Hallinger 2015). Only in the 90’s, publications (other than 
Anglo-Saxon) started to appear (Hallinger, Hammad 2017). As stated further by 
Hallinger (2019), the Asian, African and Latin-American literature increasingly 
constitutes a signi0cant part of knowledge production in the last 5 years. 

2. Slovakia does not have any LiE articles published in the magazine and inclu-
ded in WOS database during the given period. -is 0nding can’t be conside-
red surprising as public, scienti0c and political discourse has not yet integrated 
the leadership concept in Slovakia as an explicit part of school management (see 
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e. g. professional standards of directors), nor are innovations put into practice 
through the teachers – leaders. In fact, even the opposite trends could be consi-
dered. -e existing empirical evidence suggests that Slovak teachers have taken 
the “counter-reforms” stance. Research conducted in 2015 with a sample of 954 
teachers shows that as many as 81% of teachers think that society does not give 
priority to education and 85% cannot see any signi0cant positive changes in edu-
cation a.er 1989 when the socialist regime in Slovakia fell and the democratic era 
began. At the same time, as many as 43% of Slovak teachers would like to revert 
to the system in place before 1989 (Porubský et al. 2016). 

3. 7e three most frequent themes were associated with these areas: conceptua-
lization of LiE, preparation and development aspects of LiE and 8nally, in9u-
ences and impacts of LiE on di:erent operating conditions of schools, on their 
members and on their students. -is 0nding is in accordance with the paper’s 
starting points and implemented overview of literature within this topic since the 
authors of this paper recognized these themes as crucial at the beginning. At the 
same time, many authors point to the fact that the relationship between artic-
les about the topic and clearly veri0able positive impacts on educational practice 
(quanti0ed functionality of competency models, evidence of positive impacts of 
the implemented methods and training forms and LiE development) is unbalan-
ced and argues against exactness (Leithwood et al. 2006; Nedelcu 2013; Davis 
et al. 2005; Maruyama, Ryan 2014). Our analyses support these claims. -e LiE 
0eld is characterized by prevailing theoretical frameworks of research (even o.en 
unsystematic), especially when tackling the questions about conceptualisation of 
LiE’s theoretical approaches and their competency frameworks, but at the same 
time, the lack of documentation of e/ects may be observed even in questions abo-
ut LiE’s preparation and development (if some evaluation study exists, its cha-
racter is rather qualitative and the positive impact is veri0ed rather on subjective 
level, not on the performance-related objective level). -e vast meta-analyses were 
mostly concerned with veri0cation of positive impacts with regard to indicators 
such as students’ achievement, teachers’ satisfaction with their work and selected 
organizational variables. Once again, the conclusion supports the documented 
starting points which point out that quantitative empirical evidence has been fo-
cusing especially on those studies which present LiE’s positive impacts on di/e-
rent operating conditions of schools and their members. 

4. It was found that theoretical methods prevail in the research (61%) and that its 
substantial part consists of studies lacking systematic (scienti8c) approach (f = 
16. 38%) – quanti8cation of phenomena is a procedure used with less freque-
ncy in both theoretical and empirical studies. Within the context of this con-
clusion, it is necessary to mention that many theoretical review studies evaluated 
quantitative researches as well. Yet, it would be inappropriate to talk about su4-
ciently proven positive e/ects in many researched areas because meta-analytical 
methods were not applied. -e future endeavours of researchers should be direc-
ted to these questions.
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