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A developing crisis is apparent in school leadership in many education systems. The supply of teachers applying for leader positions - especially but not exclusively, the principalship - is dropping significantly at the very time when policy makers are placing more responsibility and importance on school leaders to deliver on policy initiatives. The crisis is deepened by more stringent requirements for leaders to have training and certification in leadership prior to appointment and by a growing problem of retention as leaders opt for early retirement. Arguably, the morale of principals has never been lower. 

Why this crisis? The responsibilities and accountabilities placed on leaders are now so immense that potential leaders are voting with their feet – the rewards are not worth the pressure and stress associated with the job. The pace and nature of policy change often fails to make sense to potential and actual leaders who entered the profession as teachers, and developed strong professional identities as educators in a caring profession. Relentless waves of policy initiatives, many of which seem to lack coherence or to make sense to principals are challenging their professional identities and contributing to the crisis referred to above. Principals are finding it impossible to be true to their personal and professional identities as educators and believers in the welfare of their students and teachers. They feel unable to lead schools in the directions in which they believe. 

The three conference sub-themes - optimizing leadership effectiveness, enhancing curriculum and instruction, and energizing teacher capacity – point the way forward.  Underlying all three is the need to salvage and restore the professional identities of principals and other leaders as true professionals. Principals’ and teachers’ core identities – what they believe in and their self-image - centre on being educators primarily driven by student interests and concerns of personal development and welfare, rather than just exam scores and outcomes.  Other policy changes and expectations also threaten the professional identities of principals. 

Salvaging and restoring the professional identities can best be achieved by -  i) principals developing a strong sense of personal and professional values for education – on which to base passionate leadership; ii) deciding with the school community what is a realistic emphasis for the nature and character of each school – given its student and resource intake; iii) re-focusing professional experiences and thus identities on what principals and teachers best know and love – improving teaching, learning and curriculum; iv) proactively recruiting and developing a critical mass of professionals and community to support the desired school culture. These steps hold promise not only for restoring the authentic professional identities that principals want to nurture, but for re-establishing their sense of purpose and re-kindling their job satisfaction.
