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ABSTRACT 
  

Effective school leaders, with relevant training programs, high-

quality management, and in-service pedagogical training, are 

recognized for their ability to positively influence student 

performance (Sanfo, 2020). In this study, we focus on analyzing 

training programs for school principals, assessing aspects such as 

their strengths, shortcomings, opportunities, as well as potential 

challenges. The aim was to identify the most effective models for 

training and preparing school principals in order to optimize their 

impact on educational success. To this end, we conducted a rapid 

review of 27 articles from scientific and gray literature. The results 

of this rapid review will be discussed with a view to an in-depth 

reflection on the strengths, challenges and opportunities inherent 

in the various training methods. The analysis shows that school 

principals’ training is vital in the sense that it prepares trainees for 

their demanding and increasingly complex future roles. However, 

these programs sometimes suffer from shortcomings related to 

the selection process, the consistency between what is taught and 

what is experienced in the field, and the incoherence of the 

content of the training curriculum. The analysis also highlighted 

some opportunities that could improve these programs if 

integrated, as well as factors that could be barriers to the correct 

implementation of these valuable training programs. 
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INTRODUCTION 

School principals have an essential influence on improving student performance. They organize the 

school community, foster the motivation and skills of teachers, and influence the working environment (Pont 

et al., 2008; Branch et al., 2013; Day et al., 2016; Author et al., 2021). Karakose et al. (2022) show in their 

research that leaders play a critical role in facilitating the successful implementation of organizational 

sustainability by creating adaptive systems in response to the complex demands of their wider environment. 

According to Pont (2008), effective school leadership is essential to improving the effectiveness and equity of 

education. During the COVID-19 epidemic, their role was essential in promoting learning by setting the 

example, keeping lines of communication open, and maintaining progress and evaluation. Therefore, the job 

of a school principal is difficult and has become increasingly complex due to increased pressure, 

responsibility, and supervision (Ford et al., 2020). In addition to having to make prompt decisions in intricate 
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situations with potentially complex ethical ramifications, school principals also need to weigh what’s best for 

their schools or school systems against their own long-term strategic objectives.  

Paradoxically, research shows that some principals have never received formal training, while others 

have been confronted with professional and personal issues as part of professional development programs. 

Moreover, in some parts of the world, the introduction of formal preparation and the development of 

principals is a more recent phenomenon (Bush et Oduro., 2006; Brown, 2017; Klein & Schwanenberg, 2020; 

Nasreen et al., 2020). In South Africa, for example, there is no formal preparation for school principals 

aspiring to or exercising leadership and management functions, and very few on-the-job professional 

development programs are available (Mestry, 2017). 

For this reason, it is necessary to prepare future school principals with convenient training that will 

allow them to participate in such a complicated job (Robey et al., 2019) with a meticulously conceived 

program. 

On the other hand, in order to guarantee that school principals can enhance the school, the 

Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) elaborated in 2008 on a study about 

school leadership that examined the different procedures in 22 educational systems and investigated 

changes that have occurred since then. Their perspective was to provide policy alternatives that could help 

encourage the professionalization of school leadership (Pont, 2014). One of the conclusions of the study was 

that in several of the OECD’s member nations, school principals may lack the necessary education and 

experience to carry out their duties (Beatriz et al., 2008). In addition, frequently, the working circumstances of 

school principals do not seem to be in line with the importance of the position (Beatriz et al., 2008). In fact, 

these issues can be explained by the fact that, in most countries, school principals begin their careers as 

teachers before progressing through several leadership and management positions to reach the post of 

school principal (Wallace Foundation, 2013). This leads to the widespread view that teaching qualifications 

and experience are the only requirements for leading a school (Bush, 2018). 

According to Bush and Oduro (2006), in Africa, there was no official requirement for principals to get 

managerial training. They are frequently appointed based on their track record of success as teachers, with 

the underlying premise that this serves as a good foundation for school administration. The case is the same 

in many other countries, such as Cyprus, Denmark, Finland, Hungary, Iceland, the Netherlands, and Portugal 

(Bush, 2018). After a quick review of school principals’ training policies, we noticed that countries reveal a 

significant heterogeneity in the approaches (Ummanel et al., 2016; Jiang et al., 2018; Valiente Sandó et al., 

2018; Muñoz et al., 2019; Norberg, 2019; Gurmu, 2020). Generally, the heterogeneity is most exemplified by: 

The content of the training curriculum: since different national standards put an emphasis on a 

variety of leadership knowledge, skills, and dispositions, such as strategic leadership, educational leadership, 

professional and organizational culture, management, and community involvement (Ni et al., 2022). 

The entrance requirements: The most popular techniques for choosing principals include various 

types of appointment (technical, political, or others), referral, election (which includes or excludes community 

participation), examination ranking, public exam (for public schools), national tests, interview, resume 

submission, certification, or a combination of these (Vogel & Weiler, 2014; Pereda et al., 2019). 

The qualification requirements at the end of the training include using a variety of assessment 

methods, including portfolios, journal mapping, simulations, and formal multi-rater assessment instruments 

(Ni et al., 2022).      
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Figure 1. Overview of the different criteria for training programs       

 

Considering all these findings, there is an emergent need to analyze the importance of an effective 

training program, the different deficiencies and challenges, and the possible opportunities to improve them, 

with the aim of enhancing the effectiveness of future training programs and, consequently, better preparing 

school principals for their role. 

 

METHODS 

It’s important to note that there is still a study gap regarding the analysis of various training 

modalities. For this purpose, we propose to analyze, in a quick review, the various studies on school 

principals’ training programs. We opted for a quick review because they are useful for decision-making in 

specific contexts, such as the development of guidelines on particular topics (Hartling et al., 2017). Our 

methodology consists of three successive steps: 

(1) The collection of scientific publications from electronic search engines, 

(2) The analysis of these publications; the selection of scientific publications according to the inclusion 

and exclusion criteria, 

(3) The analysis of the findings, 

The collection of scientific publications from electronic search engines 

Without regard to location, a collection of studies from the past 10 years (from 2012 to the present) 

was assembled. This time frame was selected due to the wide temporal range of information in this field but 

given the growing political focus on school leadership and management in recent years (Mulford, 2003), .  

We conducted an extensive electronic search to locate and retrieve relevant academic literature 

(Goodman et al., 2014) in a variety of popular databases, but most of our articles were retrieved from ERIC, 

LearnTechLib, Proquest, and gray literature
1
 (Schöpfel, 2012), namely the Google Scholar (GS) database (see 

table 1 in appendices). In addition to articles, books, and book chapters, and thesis dissertations are also 

included, as the literature on principals’ training and preparation includes several works commissioned by 

                                                           
1
 Grey literature refers to any type of material produced by government, administration, education and research, commerce, and 

industry, in print or digital format, protected by intellectual property rights, of sufficient quality to be collected and preserved by a 

library or institutional archive, and not controlled by commercial publishing. J. SCHÖPFEL. « Vers une nouvelle définition de la 

littérature grise ». Cahiers de la Documentation/Bladen voor Dokumentatie, 2012, n° 3, p.14-24 

 



Alladatin et al. 

 

20 

governmental and non-governmental organizations and published through books or discussed in thesis 

dissertations. It’s worth noting that we initially used other search engines, but eventually limited ourselves to 

these three, as we found more relevant articles there. 

The main keywords we used for this research were "training", "preparation" and "school principal" or 

"headteacher" because of variations in British and American English, we will use both terms indistinctly 

throughout the article. Thus, the search was conducted on search engines with the terms "training of school 

principal" OR "preparation of school principal" OR "training of headteacher" OR "preparation of 

headteachers" in the subject line (title, keywords, and abstract). Then a review process was conducted: first, 

the revised abstract allowed for an initial selection; then, the full paper review allowed for the ultimate 

selection. A total of 27 documents were finally obtained after eliminating duplicates and excluded 

documents. 

The analysis of these publications 

The following inclusion criteria (IC) were used to select the articles: articles, publications of full content, 

books, book chapters, and thesis (see Table 2 in appendices) that are related to the training of school 

principals, whether it is initial training or professional development, and/or publications on training policies 

in each country. Regarding the geographical context, we didn’t limit the search to a specific geographical 

region, given that the aim was to obtain a panoramic view of all the different training programs. (see Table 3 

in appendices). In contrast, the exclusion criteria (EC) were publications prior to January 2000, abstracts, 

graduation projects, and conference or congress proceedings.. 

 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION  

How does school principal affect student learning??      

The first recurring point that is consistently highlighted in most of the papers reviewed is that school 

principals training programs have direct and indirect positive effects on student outcomes (David et al., 2000; 

DiPaola, 2003; Townsend, 2007; Day et al., 2016). Weinstein et al. (2018) found that elementary and middle 

schools led by trained principals demonstrated more accelerated growth in English and mathematics among 

students compared to schools led by other novice principals. 

However, several studies have endeavored to capture this impact. As an illustrative example, the 

rigorous quantitative research conducted by Branch et al. (2013) has shown that a typical student’s 

achievement is enhanced by highly effective principals during the second and seventh months of learning in 

a single school year. They noticed the opposite effect with ineffective principals. 

In fact, Leithwood et al. (2020) ranked school leadership as the most influential school factor on 

student achievement and growth, after classroom instruction and teacher quality. Moreover, even classroom 

instruction and teacher quality are influenced by the performance of school principals (Hallinger & Heck, 

1998). This equation partly explains why principals’ impact on student achievement is difficult to measure; 

principals’ efforts are indeed reflected by other factors. 

In their research, Pont et al. (2008) have shown that quality training and preparation can support 

principals in strengthening their competence to a) develop teacher quality, b) manage strategic school 

resources, and c) collaborate with external partners. All of which ultimately led to improved school 

performance. Similarly, previous research findings emphasized that the quality of leadership provided by 

school principals depends largely on the quality of their training experience. (Lynch, 2012; Miller, 2013; 

Pannell et al., 2016). 

Drake (2022) reported that effective integration of interns into schools and leadership teams during 

their clinical experience has a positive effect on their knowledge, skills, dispositions, post-graduation career 

intentions, and students’ performance in schools led by these graduates. 
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Chapman et al. (2005) concluded that internships, due to their duration, are the most effective strategy 

for developing leadership ability in future principals. In line with this, the findings of Pannell & Sergi-

McBrayer’s (2020) study revealed that practical courses and full-time internships are effective in preparing 

principals to improve student academic achievements. Additionally, Viloria et al. (2021) stated that an 

excellent program and field-based activities assist interns in building new knowledge, promoting 

opportunities for in-depth reflection, and connecting theory to practice by way of concrete real-world 

experiences in the context of the classroom and community. 

From the necessity of training to the challenge of implementation 

We proceed to the evaluation of the challenges and constraints to be considered.. : The first one is 

about the reduction of the number of people who apply for the school principal position because of the low 

attractiveness of the job (Pont et al., 2008), in addition to the meager or even no reward at all, given the high 

level of responsibility that comes with running a school (OECD, 2018). As a result of a misguided selection 

program, there is a significant risk of losing the experience, expertise, and knowledge of people who are well 

suited to the job but who are not selected. This can jeopardize the performance of the school and eventually 

the achievement of students. 

School principal development and training programs are often publicly funded. These programs have 

multiplied and differed from one region to another. While the impact of these training courses is not 

sufficiently demonstrated, there is a great risk of losing both funding and time trying to experiment with 

several programs. For this reason, many stockholders argue that training for this profession must evolve into 

a systematic, integrated, and interdependent approach to career planning (Chapman et al., 2005). 

Another significant challenge is designing training programs that do not consider the different roles 

and responsibilities of principals, the size of the school, the resources available, and the gender and location 

of the population served by the school, may misrepresent the true training needs of principals, develop 

poorly targeted and contextualized training... and thereby put the system in danger of losing the expertise 

and knowledge of those who really know the job (Chapman et al., 2005; Mitgang, 2012). Recognizing this 

risk, states have shown a desire to develop consistent, cost-effective, and scalable training programs, often 

resulting in customized training and training programs designed to fill existing gaps in specific skill areas 

(Dejaeghere et al., 2009). 

According to critics of principal preparation, the programs for future principals to become instructional 

leaders and have an impact on student progress fall short in several areas (Donmoyer et al., 2012; Horner & 

Jordan, 2020). Pre-service admissions during the selection process are usually the first indication of one of 

the pre-service training’s shortcomings.. Grissom et al. (2019) showed that the outcomes associated with 

preparation programs are a function of two dimensions: the types of participants that the programs serve 

and the quality of the preparation they receive. However, many programs have failed to design an effective 

program of selection, resulting in the admission of almost all applicants.  

Given that one of the few prerequisites for becoming a school principal in many countries was to have 

taught for at least a certain number of years without any additional training or assistance beyond what was 

necessary for teaching (Pont, 2014), Rely on the least selective admission methods, such as the minimum 

institutional academic requirements, which are frequently motivated by enrollment demands. Clear 

commitment and intent, academic expectations, professional objectives, and prior experiences that imply 

candidates have leadership potential ought to be part of more stringent selection criteria (Pont, 2014; Ni et 

al., 2022). In addition, the selection process usually fails to screen out applicants whose primary motivation is 

not to manage a school but to get higher salaries or the promotion that comes with a higher degree. (Reed 

& Kensler, 2010; Ummanel et al., 2016; Weinstein et al., 2018).  

These programs often screen applicants based primarily on written evidence of their educational 

background. This method of selection overlooks other crucial abilities, like the candidate’s ability to work well 
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with teachers or in a challenging school environment. It reveals limited insight about the necessary qualities 

for a successful principal, such as the candidate’s resilience, integrity, and conviction in the ability of children 

to learn (Mitgang, 2012). 

In line with the quality of the preparation, another concern raised is the lack of coherence between 

theory and practice. On the one hand, curricula do not consider the ongoing development of the work of 

school principals. Vogel et al. (2014) argued that more than just a license is needed for leadership in learning; 

it requires a policy framework that establishes logical connections between the requirements, objectives, and 

policy aims that specify the function of licensing and the activities it permits. According to research 

conducted by Nasreen & Odhiambo (2018) in Pakistan, high school principals reported that their training 

curriculum typically ignores significant aspects such as information and communication technology, 

classroom management, assessment methods, and research work, which are all crucial elements for effective 

school leadership. As a result, graduates of programs for principal preparation may not be adequately 

prepared for their position as instructional leaders. 

On the other hand, internships are poorly designed and insufficiently linked to the rest of the 

curriculum. Pannell et al. (2016) note that the gap between principal training and today’s realities is 

prompting institutions and school districts across the country to rethink their leadership preparation 

programs. For its part, Webster-Wright (2009) adds a potential concern based on his studies conducted in 

Latin America and North America, where he found that those programs lack monitoring and follow-up 

systems for their graduates. 

In the same research, Webster-Wright (2009) highlighted a further area of weakness, which is the 

incommensurability of training programs. Reporting that the determination of the actual impact of such 

programs is difficult and measuring this "value-added" poses methodological challenges, he reinforced this 

statement by citing Orphanos and Orr’s (2014) research, where they note the existence of a significant lag 

time between program completion, leader entry, and eventual school change, claiming that it is complicated 

to isolate the impact of school leader preparation programs from other schools’ contextual factors or from a 

policy that may have led to changes in academic outcomes. 

What are the improvement opportunities? 

In a recent study, the authors (2021) point out that 360° video technology appears to be a potentially 

beneficial technology to utilize in the context of teacher training, notably to allow virtual internships during 

lockdown periods and to accompany interns during their real internship. In another study Kittel et al. (2023) 

showed that in work-integrated learning, 360° VR exposure lowers anxiety and boosts self-efficacy, enabling 

students to use their theoretical knowledge in practical situations. This could also be an excellent opportunity 

to develop virtual learning environments that enhance the authentic learning of the internship period during 

the initial training of school principals. 

With the aim of strengthening the capacity of future school principals to adapt their knowledge to the 

realities of the professional world, programs must integrate and produce a clear coherence between 

academic and practical training, theoretical and practical. Darling-Hammond et al. (2007) suggest the use of 

adult learning theory, as it helps build a coherent curriculum that addresses effective instructional leadership 

and school improvement. 

In his review, Ma (2018) supports the idea that peer learning in the context of pre-service teacher 

education promotes a collaborative environment in which teachers work together to address real-world 

challenges, thereby fostering self-efficacy in them. In the same way, for pre-service training among school 

leaders, peer learning can be utilized to diversify the candidate’s source of experience, especially as other 

principals come from different contexts. This method places future leaders in educational leadership at the 

heart of their real activity (Alsaleh et al., 2017). 
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These findings suggest that, in general, there are two major opportunities that need to be emphasized: 

The first is to offer more real internships which could be prepared virtually using 360° technology, and to 

develop the relationship between the training institutes and the internship sites. 

 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION  

The review conducted has shown that well-designed training programs for school principals are more 

crucial than ever to help them develop the leadership and other skills required for high performance at their 

job. Indeed, we showed that the great performances of the principals positively impacted the students’ 

outcomes both directly and indirectly. Especially emphasizing what is considered the most effective part of 

principals training: the internships. They seem to be good periods for ongoing assessment and improvement 

of the trainees. The challenges uncovered by this research suggest that greater focus on building 

"prospective" programs could produce interesting findings that account more for better principal initial 

training. Candidates for training programs should go through a thorough selection process that considers 

their teaching experience, commitment to teaching improvement, and leadership potential (Darling-

Hammond et al., 2009; Davis & Darling Hammond, 2012; Wallace Foundation, 2016). The program’s content 

and approaches should align with the present tasks and responsibilities of school leaders, distinguishing the 

knowledge required at various phases of a leader’s career and paying attention to the context of each school 

system. 

Also, considering centralization would make it easier to respond to the needs of the local context. 

Furthermore, the combination of technological and pedagogical knowledge introduces an interesting 

perspective for the development of hybrid learning principal-based training.  

Integration of peer learning into pre-service principal training seems to be another opportunity worth 

exploring (Peterson, 2002; Serrão Cunha et al., 2020). Overall, our analysis suggests establishing an alignment 

between these four important aspects: competence referential, theoretical training, internships, and real 

activity. 

This research represents a first initiative to offer guidance to practitioners, researchers, and decision-

makers on how to improve the development of principal training. It aims to reinforce existing strengths, 

address identified weaknesses, mitigate potential threats, and capitalize on available opportunities. 

One of the limitations of this study is the relatively small sample of papers, which may limit the 

generalizability of the results. In addition, we collected data on the basis of a quick review, which does not 

allow us to report on the completeness of the training procedure. 

In light of these limitations, future research could develop this study using a larger sample of articles 

to enhance the generalizability of the results. The use of systematic reviews, incorporating mixed-methods 

research with observational or qualitative data, could provide a more comprehensive understanding of the 

topic. Finally, exploring the potential of different training methods, pre-training, in service, and during 

professional development, will help provide guidance for the development of appropriate training that 

respects the context of each region. 
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