





Explore Principals’ and Teachers’ Leadership Experiences in School Improvement

Abstract
This study investigates how principals and teachers exercise leadership to promote academic excellence and sustainable school improvement. In Bhutanese schools, where the demands of social change and evolving educational priorities are reshaping expectations, leadership can no longer be confined to the authority of principals alone. Instead, it must be shared, participatory, and responsive to the collective strengths of the school community.
Using a qualitative research design, semi-structured interviews were conducted with principals and teachers from three schools. The data were analyzed thematically to identify recurring patterns, challenges, and unique perspectives. The analysis highlights the importance of teamwork, trust, empowerment, professional growth, and shared decision-making in shaping leadership practices. Collaboration to distributive leadership emerges as a powerful means of enabling educators to navigate challenges, sustain motivation, and align their efforts toward common goals.
The findings reveal a significant shift in leadership philosophy: from positional authority to a relational and collective practice grounded in care, responsibility, and mutual respect. By foregrounding the lived experiences of educators, the study shows that shared leadership not only fosters school improvement but also deepens teachers’ sense of belonging, professional agency, and purpose.
The study concludes that principals and teachers who walk together, sharing responsibility, practicing distributive leadership, and nurturing trust create schools that are resilient, innovative, and deeply human. These insights contribute to global conversations on reimagining leadership as a participatory process that sustains both organizational improvement and personal fulfillment.
Keywords: Promote academic excellence, Sustainable school improvement, Leadership, Teamwork
[bookmark: _TOC_250038]Introduction
The pursuit of academic excellence and sustainable school improvement is a global challenge, increasingly requiring a shift from traditional, hierarchical leadership toward shared, participatory, and relational approaches. Effective leadership now emphasizes collaboration, teacher involvement, and distributed responsibility, fostering resilient and innovative learning environments.
In Bhutan, this trend intersects with national aspirations, transforming principals from authoritarian managers to facilitative leaders and repositioning teachers as active agents of change. Despite global literature on distributed and teacher leadership, research in Bhutan remains limited, especially regarding the lived experiences of school leaders and teachers.
This study addresses that gap through qualitative research, analyzing interviews with principals and teachers from three Bhutanese schools. Findings highlight teamwork, trust, empowerment, professional growth, and shared decision-making as central to effective leadership. The study underscores a philosophical shift from authority-based to care- and collaboration-based leadership, showing that shared responsibility enhances school effectiveness, innovation, and workplace fulfillment.
The paper situates these findings within existing literature, outlines methodology, presents key themes, and offers practical implications and recommendations, contributing to global conversations on participatory educational leadership and sustainable school improvement.
Significance of the Study
This study offers valuable insights for educational practitioners, school leaders, policymakers, and researchers committed to improving schools through collaborative and distributed leadership. By examining the “lived leadership experiences” of principals and teachers at different school levels, it illustrates how shared leadership impacts “teaching quality, student achievement, and overall school effectiveness.”
As schools increasingly function as learning communities, Frontiers (2025) highlights the transformative potential of teacher leadership in positioning teachers not just as implementers of policy but as “ecological connectors” within sustainable educational ecosystems, capable of sensing needs and initiating context-responsive interventions. This perspective reinforces the idea that empowering teachers to lead within classrooms and school systems enhances decision-making, drives innovation, and strengthens school culture.
For school leaders, the findings highlight how to cultivate teacher leadership through “trust, collaboration, and professional autonomy.” For policymakers, the study provides “evidence-based recommendations” to shape leadership development programs and training initiatives that support both formal and informal leaders.
Moreover, by offering “context-specific data from real school environments,” the research contributes meaningfully to the literature on educational leadership. It helps bridge the gap between theoretical constructs and the day-to-day realities of school leadership, making it a valuable reference for future studies exploring distributed leadership in varied educational contexts.

 Problem Statement 
[bookmark: _TOC_250039]Despite growing global recognition of the value of shared and distributed leadership in education, there remains limited contextualized understanding of how principals and teachers collaboratively contribute to academic excellence and sustainable school improvement. The long-standing hierarchical model, where the principal is positioned as the sole driver of change. This is gradually giving way to more inclusive approaches that emphasize teacher leadership, collective decision-making, and professional collaboration.
While an extensive body of literature exists on school leadership, much of it has historically highlighted principals as singular leaders (Leithwood et al., 1999). More recent scholarship underscores the significance of distributed and teacher leadership in sustaining school development (Harris, 2014; Leithwood, Harris, & Hopkins, 2020; Osei, Quansah, & Aboagye, 2025). Yet, despite this shift in theory, there remains a clear gap in practice-based research that captures the lived experiences of principals and teachers working together. Existing studies often emphasize leadership frameworks or principals’ perspectives, leaving teachers’ voices underrepresented (Nguyen, 2019; Tian, Risku, & Collin, 2016).
This study addresses that gap by examining how leadership is shared and enacted in the daily practices of Bhutanese schools. By foregrounding the experiences of both principals and teachers, it offers empirical insights into how collaborative leadership influences teaching quality, student learning, and school culture. In doing so, the study moves beyond prescriptive models to illuminate the nuanced, context-specific ways leadership is practiced, providing a richer understanding of how schools can build improvement that is both sustainable and deeply human.

Objectives of the Research
1. To examine how leadership is exercised by principals and teachers in middle, primary, and lower secondary schools, and how their experiences contribute to school development and improvement.
2. To explore the role of teacher leadership and collaborative practices in fostering effective school environments and enhancing student learning outcomes.
3. To generate empirical insights into evolving leadership models in schools and inform the practices of school leaders and policymakers for sustainable school transformation.

Literature Review
[bookmark: _TOC_250036] Overview
The gained importance of leadership still serves as the backbone for enhancing the school as an organization. New studies have shown that strong leaders, even if they do not hold formal positions, provide immense value by building partnerships and creating environments that help schools succeed. The old, top-down leadership model, where principals all “called the shots,” has been replaced by more modern forms of leadership that embrace “distributed” or “collaborative” leadership and involve teachers and other staff in shared governance and decision-making. This shift serves to empower teachers, facilitate the generation and implementation of new ideas, and increase organizational capacity (Hallinger & Heck, 2010; De Jong, 2023).
Therefore, this chapter encapsulates in some detail about leadership styles starting from transformational to instructional, principal to teacher leadership. It enunciates how the school leadership should evolve to accelerate school improvement.
Distributive leadership
This has emerged as a significant paradigm in educational leadership, challenging the traditional notion of leadership as the sole responsibility of a principal or formal leader. Instead, it conceptualizes leadership as a shared, collective, and dynamic process that is dispersed across multiple individuals within an organization (Spillane, 2006). Rather than being vested in a single person, leadership is viewed as a practice that draws upon the expertise, agency, and situated knowledge of different actors. This perspective highlights the interplay between leaders, followers, and context, emphasizing how leadership functions are enacted through collaboration and interaction rather than position or hierarchy.
In the school context, distributive leadership is closely linked with building professional learning communities, fostering collaboration, and empowering teachers to actively participate in decision-making processes. By engaging staff in curriculum development, instructional improvement, and organizational change, distributive leadership enhances both teacher agency and school capacity for improvement (Harris, 2013). It also supports the creation of a culture of shared responsibility, where leadership roles are flexibly assumed based on situational needs and expertise rather than formal titles. Consequently, distributive leadership contributes not only to more democratic and inclusive governance but also to improved teaching and learning outcomes, as collective expertise becomes a driving force for school development.
Principalship
The principal occupies the most important position in school as a leader. It is the principal who sets the mood of the school which goes along with the teacher into the class. The school principal gives life to school activities between parents, students, staff and the community as a whole. Sergiovanni (2006a) suggests the traditional role of the principal was focused on administrative processes and functions totally on schoolwork. He further brings out the new roles of the principal being leading, planning, controlling and organizing. A principal is an educational school expert with certain qualifications. The country’s laws, norms and values guide his or her work.
In some countries the principals are selected while in others is appointed after being in service for some years. In Bhutan appointment came from hand picking to having to go through interview and principal having to sit interview to the position level P1 as a principal. He/she is an instructional leader in a group of professionals. A certified teacher, coordinating the activities of the school among students and other staff establishes the best relationship for school improvement (Warren, 2021).

The current role of the principals
The role of the principal has shifted from an authoritarian figure to a facilitator and influential leader who works with staff to create a culture of continuous learning and realize the school vision. According to Fullan, (2021), the principal is "a leader in education who concentrates on the technical resources, coherence of professional community programs, and the development of teachers' knowledge and abilities." Fullan, 2021) also highlights roles such as "peer learning, leadership for instruction, reinforcing learning communities, and individual coaching."
Recent research underscores that principals play a crucial role in fostering collaborative learning communities, where learning occurs through regular exchange of ideas, shared responsibility, and mutual support. Effective principals cultivate environments that motivate teachers, enhance collective purpose, and encourage early-career educators to thrive. Rather than relying on hierarchical directives, they promote peer collaboration, trust, and professional empowerment 
From a moral perspective, the principal prioritizes helping others and developing their potential while acting as a facilitator based in care ethics. The servant leadership philosophy of Greenleaf, which can be summed up as "serving first" and enabling followers to develop and thrive, is the foundation of contemporary research. It states that cultivating others' abilities and motivating them to make innovative, higher-order contributions and engage in ethical behavior are essential components of effective leadership (Eva et al., 2019).
[bookmark: _TOC_250032]According to recent studies, successful principals strategically foster trust, foster innovation, and promote shared decision-making in order to facilitate collective efficacy. These leaders create an environment in which employees feel empowered and personally supported, allowing them to participate in leadership and decision-making activities. Principals foster professional collaboration, foster a supportive environment that encourages innovation and ongoing learning, and strengthen consensus through clear communication (Voelkel, Prusak, & Van Tassell, 2024; Lin, 2022).
[bookmark: _TOC_250031]Teacher leadership
Defining teacher leadership remains a complex endeavor; however, recent scholarship has introduced more precise and practice-oriented conceptualizations. Contemporary research views teacher leadership as a dynamic process through which teachers, either individually or collectively, exert influence on colleagues, principals, and other members of the school community to strengthen teaching and learning practices, with the ultimate goal of improving student outcomes. This construct extends beyond classroom instruction to encompass dimensions of individual professional development, collaborative team growth, and broader organizational change 
Increasingly, teacher leadership is framed as a critical reform initiative that emphasizes accountability, professionalism, and collaboration. It is firmly grounded in school improvement efforts and shared decision-making processes, underscoring the role of teachers as active agents of change within educational systems. By fostering both collective efficacy and institutional capacity, teacher leadership advances a culture of continuous learning and sustainable school development 
Despite its benefits, the implementation of teacher leadership faces several challenges. These include limited resources, insufficient time for collaboration, and sometimes restrictive school policies. Overcoming these barriers requires a concerted effort from school administrators to provide the necessary support and structures that enable teacher leaders to thrive.
The teacher leadership plays a crucial role in driving school improvement by fostering a collaborative culture, enhancing instructional practices, and empowering educators to take on leadership roles. For teacher leadership to be effective, it must be supported by a conducive environment that provides adequate resources, time, and policy backing. As schools continue to navigate the complexities of educational reform, embracing teacher leadership can be a transformative strategy for achieving sustained improvement.
[bookmark: _TOC_250030][bookmark: _TOC_250029]Shared decision making
While schools have traditionally been seen as centralized places where principals have the most of the power in decision making, recent research points to a notable shift towards more participatory goverance models. Take Finland, for instance: there, leadership groups have been formed to involve teacher in decision-making processes that align with the school’s values and strategic goals. This approach not nonly helps teachers play a role in setting development priorities and assessing educational outcomes but also forsters a sense of professional unity and shared responsibility among staff (Ahtiainen & Heikonen, 2024).
Similar trends have been observed in Ghanaian basic schools, where teacher participation in decision-making processes has been empirically associated with increased organizational commitment. This involvement fosters a sense of shared responsibility, democratization, and stronger dedication to the attainment of institutional objectives (Afful-Broni & Wadesango, 2024).
These findings really show how participatory practices can help build up school capacity. They do it by empowering teachers to become active players in the institution's governance. You know, that makes sense in a way. Still, democratizing school decision-making comes with its own set of challenges. Take the evidence from the Philippines, for instance. Teachers there keep saying they want more influence in important areas. That includes staffing, budgeting, and professional development. But there's this big gap between what they prefer and what actually happens in terms of participation. So yeah, school leaders need to commit fully. They also have to set up ongoing consultative mechanisms. Only then can they bridge that gap. And make sure those participatory structures lead to real, meaningful engagement. That's based on Sonoma and Taylor, 2024).

Professional learning communities
A professional learning community (PLC) is a process where teachers regularly exchange knowledge within a school, both formally and informally. According to Driel, Beijaard, and Verloop (2001) and Murphy (2006, p.149), PLCs aim “to improve academic performance, decrease teachers' isolation in their classes without interacting with one another, and create a collaborative community that will support problem-solving in the classroom” (Stoll et al., 2006). These programs are especially effective “when teachers and principals are both participating” (Fennell, 2005), as they work to integrate new learning practices to enhance knowledge and teaching abilities.
Murphy (2005, p.149) highlights that an essential component of a PLC is “the sharing of knowledge through discourse and information exchange.” This is realized through “shared problem solving, shared language, shared work, and the isolation of teachers' work becoming public and open.” Embedded characteristics of a PLC include “staff participation from all levels, an emphasis on student learning and school development, staff collaboration and cooperation, and the staff's cohesiveness” (Driel, Beijaard & Verloop, 2001).
Collaboration
For all team members to accept one another's uniqueness and look for fresh ways to enhance the school, trust is crucial. Through cooperation, both individuals' and the community's interests are met (Woodfield & Kennie, 2008). In order to accomplish a task, it takes a team effort to make it less difficult. This relates to the interpersonal relationships that have developed amongst employees in any organization. This is similar to helping someone within the company with a task that is not directly your responsibility. The major goal of teacher leadership is collaboration since it serves as a vehicle for change through group action (Frost & Durrant, 2003).
In a collaborative environment, there is no hierarchy and power is based on peer control. Teachers have a shared sense of authority and function well as colleagues who trust and support one another. The teachers are given the freedom to exercise their own judgment and the chance to experiment with the methodology they have built together. Collaboration is designed to help students learn more effectively, as seen by their performance. With this, they establish the school's objectives, which direct them in the direction of their desired vision. They hold meetings where these topics are frequently discussed as they work to build the school's vision. With this, they establish the school's objectives, which direct them in the direction of their desired vision. These topics are frequently discussed in meetings where the school's vision is being developed in a trustworthy and honest manner.
Collaboration in the teaching profession aims to demonstrate that teaching is a social activity that does not require special training for an individual. It necessitates collaboration with co-workers, which helps teachers learn (Printy & Marks, 2007). Strong collegial ties between them indicate that engagement fosters idea sharing and the emergence of fresh leadership.
According to Northouse (2007, p.221), “a Leadership requires a collaborative environment to flourish”. There should be an environment that encourages teamwork, trust, openness, respect, consistency, and honesty. A collaborative environment promotes communication, safety, problem-solving guidance, and problem management in an environment of good teacher leadership.

Teamwork
Teacher leadership thrives on collaboration, emphasizing the importance of teamwork among educators to achieve school improvement goals. According to Conley and Muncey (1999), teacher leadership encompasses a wide range of topics related to collaborative practice, including school organization and restructuring, the specific skills teachers require, and team members’ perspectives on leadership roles within the school. Their study highlights that effective teams do not necessarily require formal hierarchical structures; in some cases, each faculty member functions as a self-contained team: “I feel that is a team.”
Moreover, Conley and Muncey observed that all teachers were engaged in leading their respective teams, demonstrating a model of distributed leadership. This approach emphasizes that leadership is not limited to formal administrative roles but is embedded within collaborative processes, where teachers influence decisions, share expertise, and collectively work toward school development (Conley & Muncey, 1999). By fostering such collaborative structures, schools can leverage the professional capacities of all teachers, leading to enhanced instructional practices, greater innovation, and improved student outcomes.
[bookmark: _TOC_250026]Methodology
[bookmark: _TOC_250025]The development of a school may be shaped by a range of educational leadership behaviors and qualities. The objective of this study was to explore the leadership experiences of principals and teachers in relation to school improvement, with particular attention to the effects of teacher leadership. To guide this inquiry, one central research question was developed and supported by ten additional interview prompts.
The methodology for this study is described comprehensively, detailing the interview procedures with principals and teachers, the researcher’s positionality and potential sources of bias, and the context in which the data were collected. To ensure rigor and trustworthiness, multiple strategies were implemented. First, the interview protocol was carefully piloted and refined to align with the study’s objectives, enhancing content validity (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Second, credibility was strengthened through triangulation, by comparing data across participants and school contexts (Shenton, 2004). Third, member checking was conducted, allowing participants to review and verify the accuracy of their responses and interpretations (Birt et al., 2016). Fourth, dependability was maintained through a detailed audit trail documenting all data collection and analytical decisions (Nowell et al., 2017). Finally, reflexivity was actively practiced to acknowledge and mitigate potential researcher bias, thereby enhancing confirmability and transparency in the research process.
Through these procedures, the study not only upholds ethical and methodological rigor but also ensures that the findings are trustworthy and meaningful for both theory and practice in educational leadership




Research design
[image: ]A research design simply depicts the development stages of the research. It starts from the research topic, research sample, data collection procedure and techniques to analyze the data (Creswell, 2005; Gall, Gall & Borg, 2003).

Chart 1: A research design of an exploration of principals’ and teachers’ leadership Experiences
[bookmark: _TOC_250024]  
Qualitative paradigm
The qualitative paradigm, also referred to as the interpretive or anti-positivist paradigm, emphasizes a subjective and holistic understanding of reality through human experience (Creswell, 2003; Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2007; Gall, Gall, & Borg, 2003). Unlike the mechanistic and objective orientation of the positivist paradigm, qualitative research seeks to capture meaning through rich, descriptive data and close interaction with participants. While interviews, focus groups, observations, and case studies are the most common qualitative methods, questionnaires may also be employed when designed with open-ended questions that invite narrative responses. Such approaches reflect the interactive and conversational nature of qualitative inquiry, allowing researchers to explore complex social phenomena in context.


Selected method
After reviewing research methods in the educational, human, and social sciences, qualitative research emerges as a more flexible and effective approach for exploring complex situations. It allows researchers to study phenomena in natural, interactive settings, enabling a deeper understanding of participants' perspectives and lived experiences (Gall, Gall & Borg, 2003). This method produces high-quality, authentic data (Borg & Gall, 1989) and supports the use of diverse tools such as interviews, surveys, and questionnaires for data collection.
[bookmark: _TOC_250023]Interview
Interviews are a fundamental qualitative data collection method, defined as oral exchanges in which researchers pose questions and participants provide responses, either individually or in groups (Creswell, 2003; Yin, 2003). This method allows researchers to explore participants’ perspectives in depth and to capture rich, descriptive data relevant to the research questions. According to Gall, Gall, and Borg (2003), participant responses may be documented through recording or videotaping to ensure accuracy and facilitate detailed analysis. In the present study, interviews were recorded using a mobile phone and an iPad. Key informants were purposefully selected based on their knowledge and experience related to the research issues, ensuring that the data collected were both relevant and credible.
[bookmark: _TOC_250021]Participants and Sampling
In this study, principals were purposefully selected based on their leadership positions within the school, ensuring that participants held the authority and experience relevant to the research objectives. Teachers were chosen using a combination of purposive and convenience sampling strategies, following guidance from Miles and Huberman (1994). Selection criteria included participants’ years of experience at their respective schools and their willingness to participate in the study, ensuring that the data collected were both rich and credible. Efforts were made to promote gender diversity among participants; however, all three principals selected were male, reflecting the demographic composition of school leadership in the context under study.
Table 1: Demographic details of Respondents
	Participants ID
	Age ( in years)
	Work Experience
	Gender 

	School A
	52
	25
	Male 

	School B
	44
	22
	Male 

	School  C
	39
	5
	Female 

	Tr 1 (School A)
	28
	4
	Male 

	Tr.2 (School B)
	36
	14
	Female

	Tr.3 (School C)
	47
	28
	Female 



Work experience was also a factor in the selection of schools. The principals' experience ranged from five to over twenty years, while among the teachers, the least experienced had four years of service, with others exceeding two decades. One senior staff member with a master’s degree was also included in the study.
Convenience sampling, as described by Cohen, Manion, and Morrison (2007), refers to selecting participants who are most readily available, often termed “accidental” or “opportunity sampling.” This approach was used to access the most accessible and willing teachers for interviews.
During the interviews, care was taken to maintain a balanced interaction. As noted by Borg and Gall (1989), interviewers should avoid letting any participant dominate the conversation. Additionally, it was important to allow participants to express their views naturally, without undue influence from the interviewer’s tone or emotions (Cohen et al., 2007; Creswell, 2003).
[bookmark: _TOC_250019]
Result and Discussion:
Data transcription
Fielding (1996) posits that the choice in the transcription of the data is to select the information that is relevant to the research or to write down everything, including the choice between verbatim and selective transcription. It is important to note that not all the information in the interview will be useful for the research. Hence, caution must be taken in transcribing the interview, as all that took place might not be useful. However, the research used few verbatim transcription and real quotations for this study.
Miles and Huberman (1994) stated that the respondents’ words were the basic form of the data. Thus, the researcher transcribed the interview data with caution to maintain the accuracy of the information gathered.

Data display
Miles and Huberman (1994, p. 11) suggest, "The data display is a summary of assembled information that shows the themes that emerge from the interview." The inclusion of the excerpts in the results provides a rich source of information. Patton (2002, p. 437) argues that a "good description takes the reader into the setting described." The data displayed is shown in Table 1.

	Management 
	Leadership 

	Budgeting 
Planning
Shared Management
Networking
Competence
High expectation
Advertising the school
Answering of the calls
 Organizing 
Division of labour
Meetings out of school
Directing 
Managing 
Instructing
Bureaucracy
Communication
Community vitality. 
	Honesty
Collaboration
Care
Team
Trust
Empowerment
Coaching
Communication
Capacity building
 Voting and participation
Courses while at service
Support
Mentoring and coaching
Information and networking
Leading students
Democracy 
Heads of department
Meeting with other colleagues /subjects
Work toward a goal
 Think new ways
Lead with an example
Friendly
Network
Mission and vision 




                           Table 2. Data Display
[bookmark: _TOC_250016]Data analysis
[bookmark: _TOC_250015]This study just used interviews for all the data. Interviews by themselves don't really turn into knowledge. So we went through content analysis on them to pull out something meaningful. To keep things accurate, every interview got audio-recorded. We also took detailed notes to back it up. Patton back in 2002 talked about that approach.
Trustworthiness got a boost here by hitting on credibility, dependability, transferability, and confirmability. For credibility, we did verbatim transcription and member checking. That let participants check if our interpretations matched what they meant. Dependability came from an audit trail. And inter-coder agreement helped cut down on any subjective stuff creeping in. Transferability improved with thick descriptions of the setting and the people involved. Readers can decide if it fits other situations based on that. Confirmability relied on reflexive notes. We did systematic verification too. All to dial back researcher bias as much as possible.
These steps together made the study credible, dependable, transferable, confirmable. You know, that really solidifies the validity and reliability of what we found.
Presentation of Themes
The analysis of interview data followed a systematic, multi-step process. Initially, the researcher listened to the recorded interviews repeatedly and transcribed them verbatim. The transcriptions were then read multiple times to develop a deep understanding of the content, following Creswell’s (2009) recommendation for immersive engagement with qualitative data.
Two analytic strategies were employed to derive relevant themes from the data. The first strategy involved the use of a word cloud. As McNaught and Lam (2010, p. 629) explain, "a word cloud is a special visualization of text in which the more frequently used words are effectively highlighted by occupying more prominence in the representation." Word clouds served as a preliminary analytic tool, enabling the researcher to quickly identify recurring terms and patterns, and to validate initial interpretations of the data. The results of this analysis are presented in figure 1. However, it is important to note the limitations of word clouds. While they provide a visually engaging overview, they do not capture the context or nuanced meaning of the words, and frequently occurring but less relevant words may receive disproportionate attention.
The second strategy employed was color coding. The researcher systematically highlighted text segments representing similar ideas, concepts, and keywords using the same colors, while assigning different colors to distinct ideas. This strategy facilitated comparisons across the data and supported the identification of themes and sub-themes, allowing for a more nuanced interpretation of patterns within participants’ responses.
Finally, it is acknowledged that the small sample size in this study may limit the generalizability of the findings. While the selected participants provided rich, in-depth insights, the results should be interpreted as illustrative of the specific context studied rather than representative of a larger population.
                                         [image: ]         
                      

Figure 1: Word clouds generated by Jason Davies online clouds generator.
[bookmark: _TOC_250014]Discussion of Themes
This section presents the key themes that emerged from the data analysis, organized into two parts. The first part examines the perspectives of principals, while the second explores the views of teachers. These themes were derived from face-to-face interviews conducted in three schools: Dalegthang LSS, Gangzor PS, and Dagapella MSS.
The findings are interpreted in relation to existing literature on educational leadership, rather than being presented in isolation. By situating the experiences of principals and teachers within the broader scholarly discourse, the analysis identifies areas of convergence and divergence with established theories. This approach facilitates a deeper understanding of how leadership is enacted in Bhutanese schools and highlights the context-specific challenges and strategies employed by school leaders. The themes discussed below not only reflect the participants’ lived experiences but also contribute to ongoing discussions in the literature on distributed leadership, teacher agency, and contextually relevant school reform.

This version does Data Interpretation 
This sub-section presents the findings and discussions revealed by the data. Seven pertinent issues namely teamwork, collaboration, empowerment, trust, decision- making, professional development and support and care are discussed in this sub- section.
All of the respondents from the three schools agreed that management is no longer the primary topic of discussion in schools nowadays. The respondents unanimously explained how leadership has changed over the years.

Change in the leadership, the principal of school B, respondent said “our subordinates thinks that only principal is the leader and the biggest change I see is now everyone is a leader. I promote leadership of the self a lot.” The principal is not only the leader. All the staff, for the school development, they guide, groom, monitor and supervise each other every day. The principals have given up of holding control over the colleagues. The same respondent spilled over to say, “I cannot lead them all the time. I have given freedom to lead.”

It was commonly said by the respondents that principals were not listening to anybody, but today, principals listen to everybody: teachers, students, janitors, and other stakeholders. They communicate with teachers, students, and the community in a two- fold way, top-down and bottom-up. Communication has greatly improved.

In the past, a good principal was one who could manage the school well, but today a good principal is one who can manage and lead. "Leadership is more important today.

than management," the respondents, (principals and teachers from the schools A and B)said. Teachers are looked upon nowadays as valuable experts, and with this, they share the leadership of the school by taking an active role in various teams. The correct way to lead a school is through the teachers, which was not the case in the past.


Teamwork
The concept of teamwork in schools has evolved to view leadership as a shared responsibility among all staff, not just principals. Recent studies (Raymond, 2023; Smith et al., 2023) show that distributed leadership enhances teacher efficacy, fosters community, and improves teaching and student outcomes. In practice, teachers lead professional development, curriculum planning, and school initiatives through committees or teams, with structures varying by school size. This collaborative approach empowers staff, promotes professional learning communities, and supports continuous school improvement.

The school's leaders believed that incorporating teachers in leadership was a better way to run the school. "The best approach to enhance the school is to actively include every teacher in school matters by taking part in the teams," said the responder who is a principal at school B. The issues are covered in greater detail than in general meetings. The school benefits from these groups, and teachers feel empowered. The principals welcome suggestions and support the teachers.

One principal responding from school B responded, "As a leader, you can't do everything alone. To come to a wise judgment, it is imperative to consider several viewpoints. This way of running the school reduces the principals' workload. This is responsible for the changes we notice in the schools. The reverse used to be true in ten to twenty years in the past; however, the schools are becoming more modern in running the school. There is a greater demand for leadership in schools than ever before, and administrators are offered leadership training to keep the leaders relevant to the changing times.
According to the respondents, there are various committees formed in schools for different purpose. The members, who are mostly the teachers, have the potential to lead effectively. But for a reason like not having formal leadership authority in school seems to trouble them. As antidote to this, the principals can leverage their thoughts and experiences in a way to advance the schools. Nowadays, everyone is concerned about leadership than management. and leadership responsibilities, according to the respondent, (principal of school C)
In the past, teachers did not participate in school administration, but as they take on greater leadership and management roles in schools, this is changing. There has been an increase in teachers assuming leadership positions. It is palpable in every school in the nation. They take part in extracurricular activities like planning professional development, festivals, events, and celebrations.
Collaboration
[bookmark: _GoBack]Collaboration between teachers and principals is characterized by ongoing lateral and horizontal communication, where teachers listen, advise, share ideas, and empower one another both formally and informally. This peer-controlled collaboration replaces traditional hierarchical structures (Print & Marks, 2006). A culture of trust, honesty, and divided authority allows teachers the freedom to experiment with teaching strategies and express themselves openly (Woodfield & Kennie, 2008).
Social interactions, such as frequent meetings and connections beyond the school, play a vital role in teamwork. Working groups and subject meetings generate new knowledge and foster change through peer collaboration (Harris & Muijs, 2003).
While schools maintain a formal leadership structure with a designated leader, they aim for more fluid leadership. Sergiovanni (2006) describes this as congeniality, a trusting, loyal relationship enabling open dialogue and mutual respect. Teachers and principals see leadership as participative, collaborative, and grounded in their distinct roles but exercised independently, fostering a professional culture centered on teaching and learning.
[bookmark: _TOC_250005]Empowerment
Respondents perceive shared and teacher leadership as empowering, emphasizing the balance between collaboration and individual autonomy. One principal noted that teachers in his school demonstrate this behavior. Granting teachers autonomy and involving them in school matters is key to retaining quality staff (Ertürk, 2023)
Teachers report feeling motivated and a strong sense of belonging, with a perception that there is no traditional “boss.” Frost and Durrant (2003) stress the importance of creating schools as communities where everyone has a voice and opportunities for leadership. 


Trust
The research revealed that both teachers and principals view teacher leadership as rooted in personal qualities such as love, trust, care, empathy, and honesty. These attributes enable teachers to effectively assume leadership roles. Successful schools require a collaborative culture built on mutual trust, as emphasized by Northouse (2007) and Harris (2014).
One participant highlighted that despite lacking prior teaching experience, the principal trusted her and other teachers’ abilities, which was crucial for sustaining their commitment. Hargreaves et al. (2007) suggest that long-term teacher retention reflects this deep trust among staff, a sentiment supported by the extended tenure of teachers and principals in the study.

Decision-making
Leadership in schools has evolved from centralized power held by one individual to a shared, collaborative process involving both principals and teachers. While hierarchical structures remain, decision-making and management are increasingly distributed, reflecting a shift from traditional management to transformational leadership (Owens, 2001; Pounder, 2006). Respondents noted that effective leadership today is defined by the ability to lead collaboratively rather than simply manage.
Leadership in schools has become more democratic and emergent, with teachers actively participating in decisions, engaging in meaningful communication, and demonstrating commitment (Yukl, 2002). This shared leadership fosters a transformational style, where principals encourage and support staff, enabling them to exceed expectations.

Professional Development Program
The findings reveal the presence of professional learning communities (PLCs) within the schools studied. These communities are evident in both formal and informal interactions—such as regular discussions during Saturday coffee and lunch breaks—where teachers exchange ideas and practices (Driel, Beijaard, & Verloop, 2001). One principal noted that “PD at school is more meaningful,” highlighting the impact of such collaborative environments.
The collaboration between teachers and principals supports the value of PLCs in enhancing school development (Stoll et al., 2006). Despite differences in school size affecting teaching frequency, most principals also teach, fostering open communication and often blurring the lines between their roles and those of teachers.
Research shows that peer coaching, cooperation, and networking are key features of PLCs (Fenell, 2005; Driel et al., 2001). Murphy (2005) emphasizes that members share a common purpose through joint efforts. Hargreaves et al. (2007) further describe successful learning communities as environments where individuals care for one another and remain committed to the organization’s moral purpose.
Information sharing and networking
The study identified several key leadership practices common among principals. Communicating priorities was a top focus—principals clearly articulated expectations through both formal meetings and informal channels such as Telegram, especially at the start of the academic year or when new teachers joined. This consistent communication aligns with findings by Blasé and Kirby (2009) and Reeves (2000) on the impact of sustained messaging.
Another widely observed practice was principal visibility—being present in various areas of the school. This visibility was seen as a form of support and effective leadership communication. Additionally, principals were actively involved in school activities, including attending events and participating in committees.
· Overall, the research highlighted common principal practices:
· Clearly communicating priorities,
· Being visibly present throughout the school,
· Providing teacher feedback,
· Building trust, and
· Actively engaging in school life.

[bookmark: _TOC_250003]These practices reflect current leadership literature and were consistently observed across all participating schools.
 Conclusion
[bookmark: _TOC_250002][bookmark: _TOC_250001]This study underscores the pressing need for a paradigm shift in school leadership to address the multifaceted challenges of contemporary education. The persistence of traditional, centralized leadership models has proven inadequate for promoting the collaboration, innovation, and adaptability required in today’s schools. In contrast, teacher leadership emerges as a critical mechanism for reducing bureaucratic constraints, fostering meaningful collaboration, and cultivating shared professional values that collectively enhance school effectiveness.
The findings reveal that sustainable school improvement necessitates reimagining leadership as a collective enterprise rather than a hierarchical structure. Both principals and teachers must embrace distributed roles, supported by professional development opportunities, peer-led initiatives, and robust communication systems. Such a model of shared leadership not only empowers educators but also ensures that decision-making and responsibilities are equitably distributed, thereby advancing school development more effectively than traditional top-down approaches.
Moreover, the study highlights that continuous professional learning, participatory decision-making, and feedback-rich environments are indispensable for long-term organizational growth. By reframing leadership as a collaborative, peer-driven process, schools can create dynamic and supportive cultures capable of navigating emerging challenges while capitalizing on new opportunities. Ultimately, this shift from authority-centered leadership to shared responsibility represents a transformative pathway toward building resilient and future-ready educational institutions.
Recommendations
1. Enhancing Teacher Leadership

One limitation of the current study is the limited attention given to the structural and resource-related challenges that constrain the growth of teacher leadership. In many schools, teachers and principals lack access to sustained professional development opportunities and leadership-focused training. This limitation restricts the practical applicability of teacher leadership and may weaken its potential to drive school improvement.

Ways to Address: To mitigate this challenge, educational authorities should allocate sufficient resources to strengthen teacher leadership capacity. Well-structured in-service training and professional development programs for both teachers and principals are essential to enhance leadership practices, reinforce collaborative cultures, and support sustainable school improvement. Future initiatives should explicitly emphasize the role of teacher leadership in cultivating effective school cultures and improving student outcomes.


2. Areas for Further Research

Another limitation is the narrow scope of the study, which restricts generalizability. The study primarily relied on a small set of interviews, limiting insights into the broader dynamics of teacher leadership across various educational levels. Furthermore, the study did not examine the role of stakeholders beyond teachers and principals, nor did it explore issues of gender equity in educational leadership within the Bhutanese context.

Ways to Address: To overcome these limitations, future research should adopt a larger-scale, multi-level qualitative design to generate a more comprehensive understanding of teacher leadership and its impact on school improvement. Including perspectives from teachers, principals, policymakers, and community stakeholders will provide richer, contextually grounded insights. Additionally, gender-focused research is necessary to address the underrepresentation of women in school leadership positions in Bhutan and to examine its implications for equity and effectiveness. Finally, conducting a national-level study on leadership types and practices in Bhutanese schools would further deepen understanding of the contextual dynamics of teacher leadership and inform targeted policy and practice.
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