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Abstract In ensuring schools achieving its excellence,
the role of school leaders as instructional leaders is
considered as relevant and officially documented in the
Malaysian Education Blueprint (PPPM) 2013-2025.
Previous studies have pointed out challenges faced by
principals at various educational systems can delay the
implementation of instructional leadership within school
contexts. Even though there are extensive literatures on
instructional leadership, there is a lack of studies that
explored challenges faced by school leaders while
implementing instructional leadership practices within the
Malaysian schools. Therefore, this qualitative study was
conducted with the purpose to explore challenges and
obstacles faced by secondary principals while
implementing their instructional leadership practice. A
total of seven senior principals who had led their schools
for at least five years were interviewed. The study revealed
that the secondary principals faced two main challenges:
the internal and external challenges. Externally, principals
faced challenges from parents and teachers’ negative
attitudes and even less monitoring from the school's
stakeholders. In terms of internal challenges, senior
principals were challenged with their limited experience
and knowledge on instructional leadership which lessen
their roles as a resource person to all teachers and as
instructional leaders. The findings of the study had led to
the practical implications for the improvement of
instructional leadership practices in Malaysian secondary
schools’ context.
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1. Introduction

In the era of globalisation of education, instructional
leadership practices found to be relevant, suitable and have
the highly believed contributed to the excellence of a
school [1]. Evidently, instructional leadership has been
highlighted by previous studies on its effectiveness to
enhance students’ achievements which later improving
school’s performance [2, 3, 4]. Thus, instructional
leadership remained as the most studied model of
leadership explored and examined in the area of school
leadership and management [5; 2]. In the context of Asian
countries, instructional leadership was considered as
emerging or currently proceeding being researched
compared to other studies such as the United Kingdom,
United States and European countries which had inspected
the effectiveness of instructional leadership within their
educational systems [6, 7]. Thus, the research on
instructional leadership within  Asian countries is
considered as emerging [2, 8, 9]. Regardless of
instructional leadership received wide attention among
school leadership researcher, Bush (2014) [10] and Nguyen
etal., (2017) [11] critically highlighted that most studies on
instructional leadership presented are from the
decentralised educational system and little is known on the
practice of leadership related to centralised educational
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system. In addition, it is noted that instructional leadership
must be examined from various cultures since differences
in culture of every educational system have impacted how
leadership was perceived and practiced by its principals
[12].

In Malaysia, the introduction of Malaysian Education
Development Plan (PPPM) 2013-2025 remarked a
significant importance of instructional leadership when it
was essentially emphasised within the policy alongside
with distributed leadership [13]. Significantly, the main
objective designated by Ministry of Education Malaysia
(MOE) was to reduce the administrative workloads faced
by principals; with assumption that principals are able to
focus on their instructional leadership practices [14].
Through instructional leadership practice, the ministry has
placed high hopes and empowered the school principals to
improve the schools’ academic performance as part of
transformation and changing process of the overall system
of education. According to Ng (2019) [15], the
transformational process within the school’s system is
considered pertinent to improve the quality of education to
align the purpose of local schooling in the 21% Century
demands on education. In addition, more developed
countries such as South Korea and Japan also have slowly
transforming their educational systems [15].

Thus, through this current educational policy, principals
are expected to perform as an effective instructional leader
with the assumption that every schools can be transformed
into a high performing school [13]. In Malaysian context,
instructional leadership has obtained the significant interest
and attention among local researchers with the essential
believe that the practice of instructional leadership is found
central and pertinent to create schools that are improving
and effective [16]. In this sense, principals are urged and
expected to perform their significant role as instructional
leader by continuing support to teachers’ professionalism
through organising programmes on teachers’ professional
development and competencies [20]. These effective
instructional practices later will enhance students’
academic achievements. According to Day, Gu and
Sammons (2016) [3], the main purpose of instructional
leadership is focus on the efforts and initiative to improve
teaching and learning practice. Thus, most of the initiatives
are focusing on instructional and classroom practice which
later impacted students’ performance [20].

2. Statement of the Problem

While practicing instructional leadership, principals are
indeed facing some challenges which are able to slow the
practice of instructional leadership in schools. Empirically,
previous studies pointed on some reasons on instructional
leadership challenges; lack of knowledge among principals
[17; 20], and heavy workloads [18; 19; 20]. In fact,
Hallinger and Murphy (2013) [20] affirmed that school
principals are facing conflict and challenges while leading

learning and within their daily practice for instructional
purpose. In exploring the challenges, researchers in
instructional leadership have pointed that novice principals
are facing the stressful and strenuous experiences in
practicing instructional leadership due to their lack of
experiences, difficulties in managing their time, lack of
understanding on the content of educational policy and
even problems in managing their school’s finance [20; 21;
22]. In this sense, Spilllane and Lee (2014) [23] highlighted
that newly appointed principals’ challenges in practicing
their roles as instructional leaders which being described as
stressful, shocking and overwhelming.

Admittedly, there are plentiful studies that examined on
the role of principals as instructional leaders in various
types of schools such as secondary, primary and even the
technical and religious-based categorised schools.
However, studies which explored on challenges and
obstacles faced by principals while implementing
instructional leadership are considered as under-researched,
received little attention in Malaysian context of educational
system. Many studies related to the principals’ challenges
are mainly from the western-based schools and least
attention given on challenges faced by Malaysian
principals. Therefore, additional study is needed to explore
on the barriers and challenges faced by Malaysian
secondary principals with the objective of preparing
principals especially novice principals in countering the
challenges that they faced as instructional leaders in their
own schools.

In filling the gap which being addressed above which
relates on principals’ instructional leadership challenges,
this qualitative study tried to explore on the challenges and
barriers faced by secondary principals while executing the
instructional leadership practices within their schools
setting. From this study, we would like to explore and
understand on the challenges that may slow the
effectiveness process of instructional leadership within
secondary schools in Malaysia. Thus, we investigate on the
internal and external factors that have might slowed the
principals’ instructional leadership roles in schools.

3. Research Questions

Thus, this research was conducted to address the
significant two major questions:

a.  What are the internal barriers and challenges faced by
secondary  principals while  practicing the
instructional leadership at school?

b.  What are the external barriers and challenges faced by
secondary  principals  while  practicing the
instructional leadership at school?

Significantly, this study is an attempt to explore on the
challenges that faced by principals while practicing their
effective instructional leadership roles which received little
attention within the instructional leadership framework.
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Second, this research will explore in-depth on the
challenges that experienced by principals which least
preferred within the instructional leadership literatures and
references. Perhaps, from this study, it would help the
existing and novice principals in finding solutions and
strategies to address on challenges that principals faced
while practicing instructional leadership. Third, this study
will present some experiences that faced by principals
which can be compared on the similarities and differences
within  other educational leadership systems and
frameworks especially from the perspectives of western
schools.

4. Reviewing the Literature

4.1. Instructional Leadership: Definitions and Model

In conceptualising the instructional leadership, there are
initial definitions on instructional leadership by previous
researchers. For instance, instructional leadership was
defined as principals’ initiatives and efforts with the
purpose of enhancing student learning progress such as
setting school vision, defining school goals, channelling
resources needed for learning, implementing teacher
supervision and evaluation, organising staff development
programs and stimulating relationships and cooperation
between teachers [24]. Primarily, the instructional
leadership was being conceptualised as a personal
characteristic of leadership practice which comprised
behaviour, action and also involved practice that
emphasised on the effectiveness on teaching and learning
[25; 26].

Similarly, simple definition was provided by Glasman
(1984) [27] as efforts taken by the school leaders to
encourage and create a school’s culture that emphasise on
instructional practices which whereby enhance students’
academic performance. As for other definition,
instructional leadership was described as how principals
emphasise on teaching and learning activities that
undertaken to enhance teachers’ productivity and
conducive working environment which later improves
students’ performance [28; 29].

In their initial model, Hallinger and Murphy (1985) [29]
have classified the instructional leadership practice into
three main constructs, creating a school vision and mission,
managing the instructional practice and lastly, creating a
school’s climate that emphasised on learning to improve
teaching and learning in schools. In defining the school’s
mission and vision, principals are expected to play their
effective roles in providing clear understanding to all
teachers and staffs related to school’s vision and mission
mostly related to students’ academic achievement and
progress. Thus, Leithwood et al (2008) [30] listed
principals’ tasks such as articulating vision for learning,
clarifying the standards of teachers and pupil performances,

fostering teacher learning and development, and coaching
teachers to attain success. In the second attribute which is
related to managing the school’s instructional programmes,
school leaders should coordinate and manage the school’s
instruction and curriculum programmes in supporting
students’ learning experiences [31]. In this sense, all school
leaders are expected to conduct high quality teaching and
learning, tracking and monitoring on teachers’
competencies and students’ academic performance. To
fulfill these tasks, principals should obtain assistance from
their middle level leaders in dianogsing and monitoring
teachers” competencies and students improvement on
academic performance [32]. Third, in developing a positive
culture, it is the duty of the principals in protecting and
maximising the instructional time, motivating teachers and
students through positive incentives for improvement [4].

Within the school leadership literature, the title of
instructional leadership is considered as an evolving topic
that received wide attention among school-based research
over past 25 years [1]. However, the study of instructional
leadership only received wide attention in the 1980’s with
the Hallinger and Murphy (1985)’s model of instructional
leadership which is being studied and confirmed [33; 11].
Ng (2019) [15] later defined instructional leadership within
two major views: the narrow and the boarder views. In the
first, instructional leadership was defined as an
instructional process which highly involved on the
activities related to teaching and learning. Second, in the
broader  view, instructional leadership was
re-conceptulised into a comprehensive framework which
relates to academic performance such as creating a
conducive climate for teaching and learning, instructional
time scheduling and managing, teachers’ competencies,
and also other related activities and efforts on teaching and
learning [15]. In general, instructional leadership is defined
as strategies, activities and actions that being implemented
by the school leadership in supporting, enforcing and
ensuring the effective instructional activities related to
teaching and learning in schools [31; 2]

In the year 2000’s, instructional leadership has received
wide attention among researchers in school-leadership
context [11] which pointed on the importance of
relationship and collaborative efforts between principals
and teachers to secure the school’s achievement [34; 35].
In this sense, most studies on instructional leadership have
emphasised on the role of principals as a school leader that
holds the central role in creating a school culture that
promotes on the instructional practices. As such, principals
are noted as the resource leaders for effetive instructional
practice. In debating the role of principals within the
instructional leadership framework, Ng (2019) [15]
stressed that school principals remained as pertinent school
leaders that are capable to create the school’s conditions
that emphasise on pedagogical activities and capacities,
support and create more opportunities for teachers and
students’ innovation, allocate the financial and human
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resource and finally participate and ensure teachers
participate in instructional whether individual or collective
responsbility for the instructional improvement purpose.
Thus, in terms of positive implication, it is stressed that the
instructional leadership practice has benefited the school’s
performance which dealed with efforts and initiative of
improving teaching and learning strategies [ 3; 25; 37; 38].

4.2. Instructional Leadership Practice in Malaysian
Schools

In  Malaysian educational system, instructional
leadership was placed pertinent as selected school-based
leadership practice within Malaysian schools. Thus, it was
mentioned within the Malaysian’s Educational Blueprint
2013 — 2025 [39;14]. From the blueprint, it enhanced the
practice of instructional leadership when principals in
Malaysia are expected to play various their roles [40]. At
the same time, principals should emphasise on instructional
matters which include teaching and learning programmes,
the school improvement processes and also teachers’
professional development which later resulted in the
school’s academic improvement [40; 41; 42]. Through the
implementation of instructional leadership in schools, the
MOE hopes that there will be tremendous change within
students’ academic achievements [38]. Altough the
ministry has placed a significant importance on
instructional  leadership to improve school-based
leadership practice, studies on instructional leadership are
considered as lacking and receive little attention [43] thus
suggesting on more studies conducted on local
instructional leadership practice.

Empirically, most studies on instructional leadership
that were conducted locally are for the fulfilment for
postgraduate theses and dissertations and mostly written in
Bahasa Malaysia [5]. Although studies on instructional
leadership are considered as limited, local researchers also
have been researched on the practice of instructional
leadership within their locality and based on their
preferences. For example, Andi (2007) [44] surveyed 276
teachers on the practice on instructional leadership and its
relationship with principals’ sense of efficacy. Based on
results, teachers perceived their principals have high level
of self-efficacy in parallel with a strong emphasis on
instructional leadership  while performing school
leadership functions. Based on principals’ gender, female
principals were indicated on having higher levels of
instructional leadership practice and self-efficacy
compared to the male principals. In Selangor, Latip (2007)
[45] summarised that secondary principals had
implemented and practiced all eleven instructional
leadership functions followed by the enforcement of
academic policies and the provision of incentives for
learning. Finally, it can be seen that the practice of
instructional leadership among principals in Malaysia
placed great emphasis on the teaching and learning process

by fostering a conducive school culture, i.e. the planning
and success of the process is highly expected to achieve the
desired goals and vision.

Recently, in 2019, Ghavifekr, Radwan and Velarde
(2019) [38] had examined the practice of instructional
leadership in Malaysian primary schools. Thus, a total 105
teachers were responded to the Principal Instructional
Management Rating Scale (PIMRS) questionnaire. Based
on findings, teachers perceived moderately on principals’
tasks on defining the school’s mission and managing their
instructional programmes. However, teachers felt least
satisfied with principals’ role in creating and promoting the
school’s positive climate. From the perspective of teachers
throughout Malaysia which is devided from the southern,
northern, eastern, western and central zones, Abdullah et al
(2019) [46] conducted a nationwide study on secondary
middle managers’ instructional practice based teachers’
perspectives. Findings revealed that principals and middle
school leaders remained as instructional leaders in schools.
Findings also disclosed that principals were seen as least
delegated and empowered their instructional duties to their
middle managers. In fact, they were not given the full
authority to practice their roles as an instructional leader.
Similarly, Hassan, Ahmad and Boon (2019) (68) affirmed
that the practice of instructional leadership has strong
influence on teachers’ professional learning communities
in most schools in southern zone of Malaysia.

Earlier, Harris et al (2017) [5] summarised that primary
school principals in Malaysian played their essential role as
instructional leaders and at the same time had clear
understanding of their functions and responsibilities and
effective instructional leaders. Similarly, Ghavifekir (2015)
[47] studied the practice of instructional leadership of
principals from the technical and vocational schools in
Kuala Lumpur which pointed out on the frequent practice
of principals related to (a) professional leadership; (b)
shared mission and clear goals; (c) continuous monitoring
of teachers’ progress; and (d) professional growth of the
teachers. From Mustafa et al (2015)’s [48] study, teachers
from schools in Pahang revealed that there is a relationship
between instructional leadership practice with teachers
commitment which indicated on the pertinent role of
principals’ instructional leadership towards teachers’
growth and commitment towards their schools.

In general, many studies in instructional leadership focus
on the achievement of vision, teaching and learning
activities as well as a conducive teaching and learning
climate. Based on past literature, it can be concluded that
there is a strong association between principals’
instructional leadership practices on students’ academic
improvement which later resulted in school’s improvement
and academic excellence. In conclusion, instructional
leadership  practices place emphasis on student
achievement in the academic field, formulate and
strengthen teaching strategies, provide and maintain a
conducive environment in the school, regularly assess
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students’ academic achievement.

4.3. Challenges in Practicing Instructional Leadership
in Schools

While implementing their roles as instructional leaders,
principals indeed faced some challenges, barriers and
obstacles that might halted or slowed their instructional
improvements. As pointed by Scott (2017) [49], principals
faced some challenges while practicing instructional
leadership such as lack of funding and resources, high
turnover of teachers and lack of educational resources.
Earlier, Hallinger and Murphy (2013) [20] summarised on
challenges faced by principals such as heavy workload,
lack of knowledge to lead their schools, busy schedules,
and the school structures which have many layers have
provided difficulties for principals to manage the
instructional programmes and coordinate the school’s
curiculum.

In conceptualising principals’ challenges, the barriers
are categorised into two major elements: the internal and
the external challenges. Internally, principals are facing
challenges which are related to their own weakness such as
lack of knowledge and skills to be effective instructional
leaders, and heavy workloads are some of the examples for
internal challenges. Externally, resistance from teachers on
their changes and improvement on instructional
competencies and professional development are the
notable challenge faced by principals. In addition, lack of
support from parents is also another challenge faced by
principals while practicing the instructional leadership.

Empirically, there are reasons of least instructional
leadership practice by principals which are derived from
their heavy workloads on administrative matters in schools
[46; 20]. In this sense, principals spent most of their time
handling their schools’ disciplinary problems, paperwork,
communication via telephone or internet which provided
their least time for effective instructional practice [18; 19].
In addition, principals are noted as a source of reason for
not emphasising and practicing instructional leadership
which consequently forms principals’ weakness in
formulating strategies and goals, weakness in
communication and having inefficient management
[50]. Another notable barrier is lack of skills and
training and considered as inexperience related to
instructional leadership practice especially on how to
perform their roles effectively [20]. This is happened to
mostly to novice or newly appointed principals who
have limited experiences, knowledge and skills on how
to be effective instructional leaders in schools [17].

Similarly, previous studies also attested that stress in
managing curriculum due to their heavy workload [51],
lack of information, teachers and staffs who rejected the
school’s change and who felt comfortable with the existing
situation [52] are challenges faced by principals as
effective instructional leaders. In addition, principals had
to perform various urgent tasks such as attending meetings,

meeting parents and seeing damage in the school grounds.
This situation has indicated principals with limited their
time to pay attention to the practice of as effective
instructional leaders [53].

5. Methodology

In selecting the design for this study, it is decided that
qualitative case study which is undertaken to investigate
the challenges and barriers in local public secondary
schools studied. The decision on selecting the case study is
based on the reason that case study is able to provide
in-depth situation that illustrates the real life and unpacks
the phenomena which are in the school practice [54; 67].
Through qualitative case study approach, data that were
obtained from this study are detailed and extensive
especially when studying about people together with their
standpoints or insights [55]. As suggested, a multiple case
study was chosen since the study involved seven senior
principals from seven schools which consisted of
interviews session with selected senior principals who had
been practicing their instructional leadership in many years
as instructional leaders. While practicing instructional
leadership, senior principals also noted and shared that they
also faced some challenges, barriers and obstacles that
might slowed or distracted the instructional leadership
effectiveness. Through interviews with senior principals, it
is believed more accurate and indigenous data on
instructional leadership challenges will be obtained based
on opinion that the school leadership practice is highly
sensitive to its surrounding contexts [25].

5.1. Sampling

In this study, a total of seven senior principals were
interviewed and this paper presented their views of senior
principals regarding the challenges that they anticipated
while practicing instructional leadership. The senior
principals who had been elected must have served for at
least five years. For the sampling reason, a purpose
sampling method was used in this study to represent the
public secondary schools which later enable the
exploration of challenges and obstacles of instructional
leadership practice from various settings [56].

The demographics distribution of purposive selected
senior principal includes their age, gender, academic
qualification which includes their National Professional
Qualification for Headship (NPQH)/ National Professional
Qualification for Educational Leaders (NPQEL) and
experiences as principals are presented in Table 1. The
reason of selecting only senior principals is based on
reasons that senior principals have been practicing
instructional leadership and highly emphasised on teaching
and learning. Second, only senior principals have wide
experiences in encountering various challenges while
implementing instructional leadership in their schools.
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Table 1. Demographics of senior principals

Numbers iIZIz;ttlii;ps:dtses Age Gender Academic qualifications Experience as principals
Principal 1 PK 01 57 Women Bsgg:_?r 10 years
Bachelor
Principal 2 PK 02 54 Men Master 6 years
NPQEL
Bachelor
Principal 3 PK 03 53 Men Master 9 years
NPQEL
Principal 4 PK 04 56 Men Bachelor 8 years
NPQH
Bachelor
Principal 5 PK 05 56 Women Master 6 years
NPQH
Bachelor
Principal 6 PK 06 51 Women Master 8 years
NPQEL
Bachelor
Principal 7 PK 07 56 Men Master 5 years
NPQEL

Based on Table 1, three selected senior principals are
women principals while other four are male principals. In
terms of their academic qualifications, all of them are
graduates from their local mandatory leadership
preparation programmes whether the NPQH/NPQEL.
From the seven principals, only two principals are bachelor
degree holders while another five principals obtained their
master degree qualifications mostly in educational
administration. Based on principals’ years of experience, a
principal has five years of experience as principal, one
principal has nine years of experience, one principal has 10
years of experience as principal, two principals have six
years of experience as principals, and lastly two principals
have eight years of experience as principals.

5.2. Interviewing Process

For the collection of interview data, the instrument used
consisted of semi-structured interview’s protocol. This
protocol was chosen to be used in order to obtain the
relevant feedback on the obstacles faced by principals
while implementing instructional leadership in their
respective schools. In this sense, Gray (2009) [57] and
Fraenkel and Wallen (2006) [58] agree that semi-structured
interviews can help researchers investigate in more detail
the answers given by study participants. The interview
items presented are (1) What are the obstacles you face
when implementing instructional leadership in your own
school; (2) How do you classify these barriers into some
key themes? Before the actual study was conducted, the
researchers conducted a pilot study with two principals.

In the first meeting, researchers and principals discussed
the setting of the date and time of the interview to be
conducted. Principals were also given consent forms as
study participants and interview protocols. They were also
briefed on their rights as participants in the study and the

confidentiality of this interview. All interviews were
conducted in Malay language. These interviews were
recorded and transcribed for the purpose of data analysis
with the permission of all principals. These interviews
were recorded using digital audio recorders and then
analysed manually. Before starting the interview session,
researchers have applied the suggestion from Johnson and
Christensen (2014) [59] that is to start informal
conversations first to build relationships before the actual
interview is conducted. The duration of the interview that
took place lasted between 50 to 60 minutes. After the
interview session, the researchers made a transcript of the
audio recording. The transcript of the interview data was
then submitted to the selected principal to obtain
confirmation and make improvements in the event of any
data omissions.

5.3. Data Analysis

To analyse the interview data, several processes which
suggested by Braun and Clarke (2006) [60] have been
implemented which consist of organising, building themes,
evaluating data and drawing conclusions from the
interviews data. In this sense, Creswell (2009) supported
the opinions by emphasising that interviews data need to be
analysed or undergone a few processes which are
organising, describing and building themes, reporting
findings, interpreting findings and finally, verifying the
accuracy of findings. In analysing interview data, the
process commenced with transferring data from audio to
texts. In the process, all verbatim which were obtained
from seven series of interviews were transferred into texts.
In the process of transcribing these interview data,
researchers have used Atlas.ti7 software to simplify the
management process. Upon completion of this transcript
process, the researcher sent a copy of the transcript to the
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study participants for verification purposes. Verification
has used the verification form provided along with the
transcripts. The transcripts submitted for this verification
have been corrected if there is an amendment from the
principal interviewed.

In the second phase, all transcribed data, were read
repeatedly to understand the overall meaning and ideas that
the principals were trying to convey. Next, transcripts are
compared to obtain the necessary information and meaning
based on principals’ statements [61]. In the following
process, the transcripts were coded. The process of
encoding this transcript is considered essential process in
qualitative data analysis [62]. In the process, this transcript
data has been reduced to certain meaningful codes. These
codes will eventually be grouped into a theme.

Next, the data were categorised and subcategorised. The
last process in the analysis is building a theme and
description. In this phase, all codes that have been
categorised broken down according to specific themes and
descriptions. Description means data that contain
information of study participants, places and events where
the interview took place [61]. All themes obtained are
considered as the relevant information to be used as the
findings in a qualitative study.

6. Findings

From the series of interviews with seven senior
principals, their verbatim were analysed manually and all
emerging themes obtained were categorised into two major
themes namely internal factors and external factors. Each
subsequent theme is further broken down into several
sub-themes. In the internal factors theme, the subthemes
that are emerged are challenges based on principals’
knowledge, attitudes, experiences and workload. As for the
external factor themes, it is categorised as teachers, parents
and stakeholders. Each category is further explained by
several sub-categories. Detailed themes, categories and
sub-categories related to barriers in instructional leadership
practices are described in the following sections.

6.1. The Internal Factors

Based on the interviews, senior principals highlighted on
internal factors that were emerged which capable to slow
their roles as effective instructional leaders. Factors such as
lack of experience to be instructional leaders, lack of
knowledge on instructional leadership, the principals’
negative attitudes are notable mentioned factors which
being described as challenges that principals faced while
practice instructional leadership.

6.1.1. Lack of Experience

From interview sessions with senior principals, four
senior principals highlighted on the major challenge that
principals faced which refer to lack of experience as
instructional leaders. In interviews with them, both senior

principals informed,
“...Ehmmm... do you agree if | say the obstacle
comprised the internal and external? agree strongly...
sometimes this principal is inexperienced and not
good at dividing time ...” (PK02).

Similarly, three principals who were interviewed also
raised on the issue of lack experience as an essential
hurdle that existed when implementing instructional
leadership practice in their schools. According to
principals, lack of experience caused the principals
failure to implement instructional leadership.

“...Lack of knowledge and ability to be an
instructional leader is the essential reason for us as
principals. Inexperienced school leaders will
definitely a major problem, we are expected to be
resource person to teachers and their effective
instructional leader at the same time” (PK04).

6.1.2. Least Understanding on the School’s Culture

Senior principals also shared other factors why
principals sometimes did not perform well their effective
roles as instructional leaders. Another factor mentioned
was lack of understanding the school’s culture. For
principals, it is essential for them to understand the
school’s culture before proceed with any changes and
innovation on instructional and learning programmes.

“...There are obstacles. Which is possible even here.
The obstacle is how do we know that culture, right?
Because our job is to promote a culture of learning, for
example sometimes we are alone, we also see a lot of
all aspects. Not just the school management aspect,
right ...?” (PK03)

6.1.3. Lack of Knowledge about Instructional Leadership

Through interviews, principals argued that as
instructional leaders, they should obtain much knowledge
on instructional leadership to play their effective resource
person for teachers. In contrast, if the principals considered
themselves weak and ineffective due to lack of knowledge
on instructional leadership, principals will face problems
and issues in managing their instructional tasks and even
programmes. As such, a senior principal shared his
opinion;

" ...if knowledge about instructional leadership was
considered as least... then the principals had
difficulties to manage school ... because... it is not an
easy thing ...you have to know everything and being
expert to all teachers, in fact to all aspects ...” (PK02).

Likewise, opinions from a senior principal are being
supported by two other senior principals. According to
them, without strong command of knowledge in
instructional leadership, it is considered hard or difficult
for principals to implement and determine the instructional
leadership practice in their schools. Both principals
explained;
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“...That's right. Knowledge is important. Plague
knowledge that makes culture. If there is no
knowledge, how to promote the practice ...” (PK03).

lack of knowledge and ability to be an

instructional leader an inexperienced leader...”
(PKO04).
“...Being a principal, really depends on

yourself how you are, to develop your
school...The most important thing is... your
knowledge that is appropriate and necessary to
manage the school...” (PK02).

6.1.4. Principals’ Negative Attitudes

Through  interviews,  senior  principals  also
acknowledged that as principals, they need to think
positively, support the Ministry of Education’s policies and
suggestions. In this sense, as principals, they need update
themselves with recent educational policies introduced by
the ministry. In addition, they also need to increase their
skills and knowledge on instructional leadership. From
interviews, senior principals shared on a few challenges
and obstacles they encountered while practicing the
instructional leadership which stems from the negative
attitude of principals. According to senior principals,
principals who do not take care about the instructional, lack
of knowledge about leadership, instructional and less
monitoring the aspects of instructional are issues,
challenges and barriers in instructional leadership. The
challenges were shared two senior principals during
interview sessions;

" ...Because if we do not care, we do not say, one
knowledge is less, then we do not care ..." (PKO01).

" ...Maybe he, his knowledge is less than instructional.

So he wants to monitor, he feels alone, maybe | made
a mistake in my way, or maybe there is a better
teacher than me. That is actually an obstacle...”
(PKO01).

...we take the example of monitoring PDP
teachers...If there is no monitoring, teachers will
teach students carelessly..." (PK04).

6.2. The External Factors

As for external factors, there are three themes emerged
derived from series of interview sessions with senior
principals. From the sessions, senior principals did mention
on three central themes which are the attitudes of teachers
and parents’ negative attitudes and the schools’
stakeholders’ issues. In this study, the stakeholders are
being referred as the District Education Office and the
State Education Department.

6.2.1. Teachers with Negative Attitudes
When discussing on the external factors that challenged

the principals’ instructional leadership practice, almost all
the senior principals did mention on teachers’ negative
attitudes as major challenge faced by principals while
executing the instructional leadership practice. According
to principals, teachers who are in their comfortable zone
always showed their disinclination to change and even
reject changes suggested by the school leaders. From
interviews, principals did remark on a few categorised of
teachers who always challenge principals’ instructional
leadership practice; teachers who lack of knowledge on
instructional leadership, senior teachers who always reject
on changes, and teachers who frequently involved in the
outdoor and extracurricular activities are teachers that
categorised as lessening the instructional leadership
practice in schools.

Through interviews, principals also stressed on the
attitude of teachers who do not care about instructional
elements such as being late for class and did not conducted
their instructional tasks;

"...we have a problem of teachers being late to
class...also teachers who do not enter the class ..."
(PKO02).

In addition, another two principals also voiced on the
issue of teachers who showed their reluctance and even
mentioned that the school’s changes processes are against
the school’s culture definitely challenged principals’ roles
as instructional leaders in schools. According to principals,
some teachers did mention to them that they don’t want to
change or follow the new methods recommended by the
principal because they felt comfortable with their
traditional teaching strategies after so long implementing
the approaches.

"...He still follows the old way...the teachers like to
mention, this is our school tradition..." (PKO1).

"...Sometimes they (teachers) are too comfortable..."
(PK03)

In addition, a senior principal also voiced on the attitude
of teachers who took advantage when principals were least
monitored on their students’ teaching and learning
processes which sometimes causes problems in schools. A
senior principal shared;

"...sometimes the teacher is also good. If he sees the
boss (principal) does not see (monitor), they will take
the opportunity, take the opportunity ...” (PKO01).

As for a senior principal, he did think that the negative
attitude of teachers who are not serious and lack of
commitment are considered as obstacle to the
implementation of instructional leadership.

"...teachers will teach students while they are lazy...
when they are lazy, and not serious, students also
learn like they don't want to..." (PK04).

6.2.2. The Roles of Parents
Apart from the teachers’ negative attitudes, the issue of
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the uncommitted parents is also another mentioned
challenge for senior principals while implementing their
instructional leadership practice. Based on the interviews,
the attitude of parents who are least committed to schools
as well as parents who always leave their children’s
academic progress and matters to teachers and principals as
another central issue faced by principals. Accordingly,
principals did mention on the lack of monitoring from
parents while their children are at home had also caused the
instructional implementation into failure or decreased its
effectiveness. Besides stressing on the attitude of parents
who are less committed, senior principals did realise on
some parents who lack of knowledge and even they don’t
know how to assist their children while at home also
contributed to another challenge to success in the
instructional leadership implementation.

"...my student’s parents seem less committed to

school ... " (PK02),

"...there are parents who did not perform their
responsibilities and just let us to decide ...everything
is depends on us ..." (PK04)

6.2.3. The School’s Stakeholders

The third external factor which is being described as a
hurdle faced by principals is the stakeholder issue.
Accordingly, there are two main themes emerged which
are the lack of monitoring from the official educational
authorities and secondly, the frequency of principals
attending courses and meetings which resulted in
principals’ absence from schools resulted in least
improvement on instructional leadership practice. From
interviews, a senior principal did highlight on the lack of

monitoring from the educational authorities which led to

some principals who did not implement their instructional

leadership practice;
"...It seems that there is less monitoring from JPN
with PPD...As for me, follow up and monitoring is
very important. For instance, we were sent to courses,
when we go back to school, it depends on us whether
to implement or not, some will not do it, the JPN and
PPD did not even check on us ...” (PKO01).

As for another senior principal, the principal indicates on
the number of principals who are absent from schools did
not perform their instructional leadership tasks because
they have least time to implement instructional leadership
in the school.

“...there are also principals who tell me that they have
to attend courses and workshop and received calls
from PPD and JPN...for me, it is wrong. PPD and
JPN officers sometimes seem not understand our
duties...” (PK02).

Based on interviews with senior principals, it can be
concluded that there are obstacles in the implementation of
instructional leadership involving various parties, namely
the attitude of teachers, parents who do not cooperate as
well as the frequency of JPN and PPD calling principals for
courses and seminars causing issues and obstacles while
practicing instructional leadership. In addition, the internal
aspects of the principals such as lack of knowledge, attitude
of the principal and even lack of experience are delays
caused in the implementation of instructional leadership in
schools. The summary of the study findings is summarised
in Table 2 below.

Table 2.  Summary of themes and subthemes of challenges for principals’ instructional leadership practice

Themes Category

Sub-Category

a) Knowledge

. little, less
. not enough
. weak

b) Attitudes
Internal factors

Do not know, do not care

Lack of confidence

lack of monitoring and regulation
lack of cooperation

¢) Experience

less, a little

d) Workload

The real task

Not good at managing time
Not enough time-limited
Engaged in external tasks

a) Teachers

External Factors

Lack of discipline
Comfort zone

Do not want to change
Take advantage
External assignments

b) Parents

. Lack of commitment

¢) Stakeholders

. Lack monitoring from JPN and PPD
. Less follow-up
. Involve principals in PPD and JPN activities
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7. Discussion

Challenges, obstacle or barriers while implementing
instructional leadership in school are often seen as the main
hurdle to principals’ effective roles as instructional leaders.
In this sense, researchers believe that principals as school
leaders must practice and implement the instructional
leadership because they are the trusted school leaders in
schools that have the accountabilities and responsibilities
for the improvement, success and effectiveness of teaching
and learning in schools [63]. However, within the
implementation of instructional leadership, indeed there
are challenges, barriers and obstacles within its
implementation processes. In this sense, principals are
expected by the educational authorities to practice the
instructional leadership based on their creativity and
innovation and at the same time encounter all the barriers
and challenges that principals faced.

Through this qualitative interviews, seven senior
principals had highlighted on two essential factors or
challenges that may have resulted in least effectiveness and
successful improvement on instructional leadership
practice. According to senior principals, there are internal
factors and external factors. In the external factors,
principals did mention on negative attitudes of teachers, the
lack of commitment of parents and least monitoring by the
school’s stakeholders. As for internal factors, senior
principals did stress on principals’ lack of knowledge to
implement instructional leadership, principals’ negative
attitudes, and lack of experiences in executing the
instructional leadership. In general, the findings of this
study are corresponding with the findings of Azlin (2006)’s
[18] study which also pointed out on the principals’
internal factors such as lack of knowledge, attitudes, and
experiences of principals which resulted in challenges for
principals in performing their roles as effective
instructional leaders. From Azlin (2006)’s [18] study, she
reported that the in-experienced principals were found to
be less pro-active, least creative and innovative in
implementing their instructional leadership.

In terms of internal challenges, senior principals also
commented on the lack of experience for some principals
in practicing instructional leadership. To senior principals,
having wide experiences in practicing and implementing
instructional leadership is considered essential to
determine their effectiveness as instructional leaders and
being a resource person to all teachers. Therefore, senior
principals did highlight on the importance for all principals
to have wide experiences as instructional leaders to ensure
the effectiveness of all instructional programmes at their
own schools. In this sense, this study finding is similar with
opinions from various researchers who pointed on the
principals’ lack of experience in implementing
instructional leadership is considered as the major
challenge and hurdle for principals to be acknowledged as
instructional leader [17; 64]. In addition, senior principals

also highlight on the lack of knowledge on instructional
leadership remained as barrier to principals in
implementing their instructional leadership practice in
schools. As a result, the school principals became less
confident to practice and adopted the instructional
leadership when leading their schools. In this sense, as
insisted by the Ministry of Education, principals should
play their effective roles and resource person to teachers in
guaranteeing on the successful implementation of
instructional leadership in schools. From interview, senior
principals did highlight on the importance and necessity for
all public school principals to obtain the appropriate,
in-depth and sufficient knowledge on instructional
leadership to ensure their effective roles as instructional
leaders. Otherwise, they will face problems, difficulties
and issues in managing, promoting and implemeting their
instructional leadership practice even ensuring the
successful — implementation of their instructional
programmes at schools. Due to the lack of knowledge and
experiences, principals are found to be less focused when
facing complex tasks and encountering challenges while
practicing their effective roles as instructional leaders.

The third challenge which also mentioned by senior
principals is related to the negative attitudes of the school
principals. According to senior principals, they admitted
that there are principals who did not perform their duties as
instructional leaders. In fact, those principals did not
execute the instructional programmes which they should
perform effectively. To senior principals, the negative
attitudes of principals will result in the decline of the
efficiency and growth of instructional leadership practice
in schools. According to senior principals, as school and
effective instructional leaders, they have to support the
recent policies introduced by the Ministry of Education,
updating their knowledge, disposition, and skills on
instructional leadership. However, senior principals also
told that there are principals who did not improve their
knowledge, obtain least understanding on the concept, in
fact, less monitoring on their instructional programmes.
Hence, the negative attitudes of principals who did not
monitor their instructional programmes will result in
significant decline on students’ academic performance. In
this sense, principals are seen as least open to change and
relatively passive in dealing with school instructional
routines. As such, the findings are considered similar with
suggestion by researchers in the instructional leadership
practice [48; 31; 2] that the school principals are the most
significant person in determining the successful
implementation and effectiveness of the instructional
programmes at schools. In fact, within the Malaysian
Educational Blueprint 2013 — 2025, the minitsry has
informed on the pertinent role of the school principal as the
resource person and implementer for the improvement of
students’ academic performance.

Despite the internal factors which are considered as
challenges to principals’ instructional leadership practice,
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admitedly, there are other external challenges which are
also faced by principals while excuting their instructional
programmes. During interview, senior principals did
mentioned on the challenges that they encountered while
dealing with the essential roles of teachers, parents, and
stakeholders which refer to the role of local educational
authorities. In mentioning on the challenges faced by
principals, senior principals did mention on there are
teachers who have negative attitudes which are implicated
with lessening the effectiveness of the school’s
instructional programmes. From interview, senior
principals also comment on some teachers who are in their
comfort zones who frequently reject or show their
disinclination attitudes to all school’s changes and
transformational programmes. Thus, these teachers are
considered as challenge since they are frequently against
the newly introduced teaching approaches and strategies
due to their feeling of comfortable within their traditional
methods of teaching and learning.

Additionally, senior principals also mentioned on some
teachers who also lack of knowledge on how to perform
their duties on the instructional programmes assigned to
them. In addition, teachers who are always frequently
absent from schools due to their participations on the
outdoor and extracurricular activities are also termed by
senior principals as a group of teachers that had slowed the
instructional leadership practice in their schools. In fact,
there are some teachers who are always late for attending
their classes and do not perform their instructional routines.
Similarly, senior principals also commented on the attitude
of some teachers who did not perform their designated
teaching and learning programmes due to lack of
monitoring from the school principals. Accordingly, lack
of monitoring from principals will definitely leave teachers
with their own teaching and learning strategies which are
considered as an obstacle for the effective implementation
of instructional leadership practice. As school leaders,
principals have to perform their demanding duties in
fulfilling various activities related to administrative and
management matters such as scheduling, reporting,
managing relationships with parents and the more complex
community, dealing with unexpected student and teacher
problems and also situations happen outside normal
unexpected [65].

Apart from the teachers’ negative attitudes, the issue of
the uncommitted parents is also another mentioned
challenge for principals while implementing their
instructional leadership practice. Based on the interviews,
senior principals’ comments on the attitude of some parents
who are indicated as least committed as well as leaving
everything on their children academic matters to school.
Based on senior principals’ explanations, the neglecting
attitudes of some parents are another challenge faced by
principals when schools received least support from
parents related to their children’s academic progress and
improvements are issues faced by principals. In fact,

senior principals also mentioned on lack of monitoring
from students’ parents while at home; however, principals
also noticed on some parents who least understand on how
to help their children related to their academic matters. To
principals, there are issues related to the positive
collaboration between schools and parents which needs to
be improved since teachers and principals have many
instructional tasks to be complete; thus, they insisted on
parents’ support to monitor their children especially on the
instructional tasks given to students.

During interviews, principals also talked about another
central challenge faced by principals while performing
their duties as instructional leaders. In this sense, principals
commented on the role of local educational authorities
which refers to the lack of monitoring from the local
educational authorities’ offices which resulted in lack of
implementation by schools and principals related to the
instructional programmes. To senior principals, they
insisted on frequent monitoring from the local authorities
to ensure on the effective implementation of instructional
programmes by all schools from the local educational
authorities’ offices. Accordingly, senior principals also
talked on the much empowerment given by the local
educational offices whether to implement or not to practice
on the instructional tasks given to schools. During
interview session, senior principals also comment on the
assigned tasks provided by local educational authorities
which ask principals to attend some courses, workshops
and meeting. Thus, some principals were noted to have
least time in performing their instructional leadership tasks
due to their busy schedules and meeting that they have to
attend which to senior principals, that they have to spend
most of their time at schools to ensure on the effective
implementation of any instructional programmes at schools.
According to Mestry (2017) [66], the school principal is
currently facing new challenge, a more complex decision
and additional responsibilities than ever before. The daily
duties of principals in the school are filled with various
administrative and management tasks such as obtaining
resources, managing student discipline, resolving conflicts
with parents and dealing with unexpected teacher and
student problems.

7.1. Implications and Recommendations

From the findings of the study, there are some
implications, suggestions and in fact recommendations for
practice can be forward for the benefits of Malaysian
public-school principals in practicing their instructional
leadership. First, during interviews, principals did mention
on their busy schedules which sometimes distracted them
to play their effective roles as instructional leaders.
According to principals, they were packed with
administrative duties such as attending meeting and
courses related to school and instructional improvements.
Thus, due to their busy schedules with meetings and
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courses, these administrative activities resulted in
principals’ absence. Thus, principals have least time to
monitor any instructional programmes and activities
assigned. As for recommendation, the local educational
authorities are advised to conduct or organise workshops,
meetings and even courses during the school holidays so
that principals can more focus on their roles as instructional
leaders more effectively. With the high number of
attendance at school, principals can implement more
effective monitoring of teacher instructional assignments
and are able to guide teachers or implement changes to
teachers' negative attitudes.

Second, due to their busy schedules, principals need to
empower their school leadership team to undertake the
roles of instructional leaders. The school leadership team is
consisted of the school’s senior assistants, the heads of
departments and subject’s chairs. In this sense, principals
need to delegate some instructional tasks to their senior
leadership team to ensure that all instructional assignments
are implemented although the school principals are away
from their schools to attend meetings, workshops and even
courses. With this approach, all instructional tasks will be
executed with or without the existence of the school
principals. In addition, it also will enhance teachers’
capacities as instructional leaders through distributed and
teacher leadership practice. At the same time, these
distributed approaches will reduce or eliminate principals’
heavy workload.

Based on the findings, to overcome the school principals
who lack of experience and knowledge on instructional
leadership, the local educational authorities have to
conduct or organise more courses on instructional
leadership especially during the school holidays to novice
and aspiring principals in order to overcome the issue of
lack of experience and knowledge on instructional
leadership. In addition, the local educational authorities
should emphasise on the concepts and approaches on
instructional leadership within principals’ leadership
preparation courses such as the NPQEL to expose the
aspiring and novice principals with knowledge, skills and
disposition related to instructional leadership. As a result, it
will definitely reduce the principals’ issues and problems
related to their lack of knowledge and experience in
practicing their effective roles as instructional leaders in
schools.

7.2. Limitations of the Study

Specifically, this study has some limitations that being
acknowledged. First, from the generalisation aspect, the
interview data is only limited based on the views and
perspectives of the seven senior principals who are
participated in this study who were secondary school
principals. Through this study, senior principals have
provided us with their standpoints, views and perspectives
through series of interviews. Therefore, the findings of the

study are considered quite difficult to obtain any
generalisations to represent the whole perspectives of
Malaysian principals. In this sense, we also question on the
generalisation which sometimes has similarities and is
contrasted with other types of schools such as primary,
religious-based, high performing and cluster schools,
private or international schools or may be technical and
vocational types of school.

Second, as for the improvement of the study’s design, it
is encouraging to employ the mixed methods design in
fulfilling the study’s gap due to this study’s limitations
based on fully qualitative approach. From the mixed
methods approach, the study will commence with a more
number of principals who responded on items related to
principals’ challenges while performing their duties as
instructional leaders from various perspectives; externally
and internally. Following to the quantitative findings,
interviewing and observation approaches can be
implemented to have in-depth findings on the mentioned
challenges from the quantitative data findings.

Third, this study only involves interviews with seven
senior principals, to increase the validity of the study
findings, quantitative methods can be proposed that is to
increase the number of principals in order to increase the
validity and reliability of the study. Fourth, this study is
conducted in the category of national secondary schools,
for future purposes, the study can be done in private
schools, religious schools or vocational colleges that may
have findings that are quite different from national
secondary schools and less studied in the instructional
leadership sides.
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