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Abstract

Purpose: The objective of this study was to identify and rank leadership challenges in schools based
on principals’ lived experiences and to determine the relative priority of these challenges in
influencing educational leadership effectiveness.

Methodology: This study employed an exploratory mixed-methods design. In the qualitative
phase, data were collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews with 22 school principals
who had at least 10 years of leadership experience. The qualitative data were analyzed using thematic
analysis based on the Claise model with MAXQDA2024 software. In the quantitative phase, a 50-
item questionnaire was developed based on the extracted qualitative codes and administered to 190
school principals. The data were analyzed using descriptive statistical indicators including mean and
standard deviation, and leadership challenges were ranked according to their perceived severity and
impact.

Findings: The results indicated that shortages of qualified human resources, instability of
educational policies, pressure from national evaluations, financial resource limitations, and
inadequate professional development systems were ranked as the most critical leadership challenges.
In contrast, limited managerial autonomy and insufficient alignment between curricula and future
workforce needs were ranked lower. Inferential interpretation revealed that leadership challenges
are multidimensional and primarily rooted in structural, policy, organizational, and human resource
factors. Furthermore, structural constraints and resource deficiencies significantly limit principals’
ability to exercise effective instructional leadership and implement sustainable educational
improvements.

Conclusion: The findings suggest that school leadership challenges are largely systemic rather than
individual in nature, and improving leadership effectiveness requires structural reforms in
educational policy, strengthening human capital, expanding managerial autonomy, and developing
supportive organizational infrastructures.
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Detailed Abstract
Introduction

Educational leadership has become one of the most critical determinants of school effectiveness and educational quality in contemporary
educational systems. Schools are increasingly viewed as complex and adaptive organizations that require leaders capable of navigating
uncertainty, managing organizational change, and aligning institutional practices with evolving policy and societal expectations. In this
context, school principals are not merely administrative managers but strategic leaders who influence teaching quality, organizational
climate, and student achievement outcomes. Modern perspectives emphasize that educational leadership operates within interconnected
systems where structural, cultural, and environmental factors interact dynamically, shaping both leadership opportunities and constraints
(Johnson, 2025). As educational institutions face increasing demands for accountability, innovation, and equity, leadership effectiveness

has emerged as a central factor influencing school improvement and organizational sustainability.

Research consistently demonstrates that effective school leadership contributes significantly to teacher motivation, organizational
commitment, and instructional improvement. Leadership practices that foster shared vision, collaboration, and professional engagement
enhance both individual and institutional performance (Leithwood et al., 2019). Leadership styles that emphasize empowerment,
support, and participatory decision-making have been shown to strengthen teacher satisfaction and commitment, which are essential for
sustaining instructional quality and organizational stability (Aydin et al., 2013). Furthermore, interpersonal leadership and effective
communication promote employee engagement and strengthen organizational cohesion, Creating environments conducive to innovation
and continuous improvement (Hansen et al., 2014). Successful school leaders play a crucial role in shaping organizational culture,
guiding professional development, and facilitating collaborative learning environments that contribute to educational effectiveness (Garza

etal., 2014).

Despite the recognized importance of leadership, school principals face numerous structural, organizational, and contextual challenges
that can limit their effectiveness. Leadership practices are strongly influenced by contextual conditions, including policy environments,
resource availability, and institutional structures (Hallinger, 2018). Educational reforms, accountability systems, and policy instability
often create pressures that constrain principals’ autonomy and strategic decision-making capacity (Pont et al., 2020). In addition, the
rapid expansion of digital technologies and the integration of artificial intelligence into educational environments have introduced new
leadership challenges that require innovative skills and adaptive leadership strategies (Metwalli, 2024). The emergence of digital learning
environments and technology-enhanced instruction has transformed leadership expectations, requiring principals to manage both

traditional and technologically mediated educational processes (Karakose & Tiiliibag, 2023).

Educational leadership is also shaped by systemic and organizational conditions, including resource distribution, institutional support, and
professional development opportunities. Research highlights that leadership effectiveness depends not only on individual competencies
but also on organizational structures and systemic conditions that enable or constrain leadership practices (Zhao et al., 2024).
Furthermore, distributed leadership models emphasize collaborative leadership processes that involve teachers and staff in decision-
making, thereby enhancing organizational capacity and leadership sustainability (Mifsud, 2024). Studies also show that professional
development plays a vital role in strengthening leadership competencies, enabling principals to adapt to emerging challenges and maintain
organizational effectiveness (Sahlin, 2025). In addition, leadership practices that foster trust, professionalism, and empowerment

contribute significantly to improving instructional quality and school performance (Yalgin et al., 2025).

Empirical research has also emphasized that leadership challenges often arise from organizational complexity, resource limitations, and
contextual constraints. Structural barriers, burcaucratic requirements, and limited professional support can undermine leadership
effectiveness and reduce principals’ capacity to focus on instructional leadership (Groenwald, 2018). Leadership challenges are
particularly pronounced in contexts where resource constraints, policy inconsistencies, and administrative pressures intersect, creating
barriers to effective school management and leadership development (Gurr et al., 2021). Additionally, phenomenological research
suggests that principals’ lived experiences provide valuable insights into the realities of leadership challenges and organizational dynamics
(Yamini & Ghoreh Jill, 2017). National studies have similarly identified structural, organizational, and professional barriers as key
leadership challenges that affect principals’ effectiveness and school performance (Barkhoda & Amini, 2022; Tamadoni, 2021).
Understanding these lived experiences is essential for developing effective strategies to support school leaders and improve educational
outcomes. Therefore, the present study aimed to identify and rank leadership challenges in schools based on the lived experiences of

school principals.



Methods and Materials

This study employed a mixed-methods exploratory design with qu quantitative phases. In the

phenomenological approach was used to explore school principals’ lived expe

dership challenges.
school principals with at least 10 years of leadership experience, selected through purp ing. Data were
semi-structured interviews, each lasting between 60 and 90 minutes. Interviews focused o
interpretations of leadership challenges in their professional roles. All interviews were audio-re

transcribed verbatim for analysis.

Qualitative data were analyzed using thematic analysis based on systematic coding procedures. Initial codes were extracted from interview
transcripts and organized into conceptual categories. These categories were further synthesized into broader themes representing key
leadership challenges. MAXQDA2024 software was used to facilitate data organization, coding, and thematic development.

Trustworthiness was ensured through participant validation, expert review, and systematic documentation of analytical procedures.

In the quantitative phase, a researcher-developed questionnaire was constructed based on themes identified in the qualitative phase. The
questionnaire included 50 items measuring leadership challenges across multiple dimensions. The instrument was administered to 190
school principals. Quantitative data were analyzed using descriptive statistical methods, including mean and standard deviation.

Leadership challenges were ranked based on mean scores, with higher scores indicating greater perceived severity and importance.
Findings

The results revealed that leadership challenges in schools vary in severity and significance, forming a hierarchical pattern of leadership
constraints. The highest-ranked challenges were related to human resource limitations, including shortages of qualified teachers,
insufficient professional development opportunities, and inadequate professional support systems. These findings indicate that human

capital deficiencies represent the most critical barriers to effective leadership.

Structural and policy-related challenges were also ranked among the most significant leadership barriers. Frequent changes in educational
pohicy g g g P q g
policies, inconsistent regulations, and excessive administrative requirements were identified as major obstacles to effective leadership.

These structural challenges reduced principals’ ability to engage in long—term planning and strategic decision—making.

Resource-related challenges were another major category identified in the findings. Limited financial resources, inadequate educational
infrastructure, insufficient technological support, and inequitable resource distribution were reported as significant constraints affecting
leadership effectiveness. These limitations reduced principals’ capacity to implement educational programs and organizational

improvements.

Organizational and communication challenges were also identified as important leadership barriers. Weak organizational communication,
limited collaboration among staff, insufficient institutional support, and lack of trust among stakeholders were reported as factors that

hinder leadership effectiveness and organizational performance.

Student-related and educational challenges were ranked at moderate levels of severity. These challenges included inadequate support

services for students, insufficient programs for student development, and limited capacity to address diverse learning needs.

Finally, curriculum-related challenges and leadership autonomy limitations were ranked lower relative to other challenges, although they
remained significant. These findings suggest that while curriculum alignment and leadership autonomy are important, principals perceive

structural, human resource, and resource-related challenges as more immediate and critical.
Discussion and Conclusion

monstrate that leadership challenges in schools are multidimensional and primarily rooted in structural,

The findings of this s

zation itions rather than individual leadership deficiencies. The prominence of human resource challenges
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Resource limitations represent another critical leadership challenge. Financial constraints, infrastructure deficiencies, and inequitable
resource distribution reduce principals’ ability to implement educational innovations and organizational improvements. These limitations

create operational barriers that restrict leadership effectiveness and organizational performance.

Organizational and communication challenges also play a significant role in shaping leadership effectiveness. Weak collaboration, limited
trust, and insufficient institutional support create barriers to effective leadership and reduce organizational cohesion. Strengthening
organizational culture and fostering collaborative environments can enhance leadership effectiveness and improve organizational

outcomes.

Overall, the findings suggest that leadership challenges in schools are systemic and interconnected, requiring comprehensive structural,
organizational, and policy reforms. Improving leadership effectiveness requires investment in human capital development, strengthening
institutional support systems, enhancing leadership autonomy, and providing adequate resources and infrastructure. Addressing these

systemic challenges is essential for improving educational leadership and achieving sustainable school improvement.
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