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This research examined challenges faced by novice principals in Colombia in connecting 
to their school communities through their socialisation processes. Interviews with 37 
newly appointed principals in rural and urban schools revealed that the complexity of 
their school contexts accentuated the need to work on the relational dimension of their 
jobs. Forging relationships with teachers and parents based on trust and communication, 
introspection and knowledge about their school communities emerged as crucial factors 
to foster social justice and to transcend deficit views of their communities. The article 
questions the role of supporting services for novice principals, emphasises the 
importance of organisational socialisation, and stresses the role of preparation programs 
in providing principals with tools for learning during this phase of their professional 
careers. 

 

Introduction  
 
Besides struggling to balance managerial and instructional concerns, principals have to 
attend to numerous strains associated to the relationships with the school agents who 
influence school climate (Scott & Rarieya, 2011). Tensions stemming from lack of teacher 
engagement, poor relationships among teachers, and resistance to or even rejection of the 
principal’s authority result in a weak organisational fabric that affects school performance. 
Such problems tend to be more evident with newly appointed principals (García-
Garduño, Slater & López-Gorosave, 2010; García-Garduño, Slater & López-Gorosave, 
2009). In developing countries, like Mexico and others, for example in South Africa, 
violent and unsafe environments exacerbate the social pressures faced by novice 
principals. Dealing with conflict resolution in such contexts is a pivotal concern, as 
principals believe a failure to do so negatively influences the prospects for student success 
(García-Garduño, Slater & López-Gorosave, 2010; Mentz, Webber & van der Walt, 2010). 
The literature repeatedly highlights the importance of principals nurturing teacher 
leadership and building positive relations with students and the school community, 
including parents and other stakeholders (Angelle & Teague, 2014; Cheng & Szeto, 2016; 
Crowther, Ferguson & Hann, 2009; Li, Hallinger & Walker, 2016; Steyn, 2013; 
Tschannen-Moran & Gareis, 2015; Ngidi & Qwabe, 2006). 
 
Cross-cultural studies have demonstrated that an issue of concern for principals in trying 
to build a heathy and productive school climate is the need to understand the values and 
beliefs that compose that school’s culture (Webber, Mentz, Scott, Okoko & Scott, 2014). 
Such comprehension is indispensable for nurturing the bonds between different members 
of the school’s community. A review of literature on school climate underscores this 
understanding, as well as the need to appreciate differences between different contexts, as 
they shape people’s experiences, relationships, and learning paths (Thapa, Cohen, Guffey 
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& Higgins-D’Alessandro, 2013). Such realisations are likewise evident in Walker, Hu and 
Qian’s (2012) review of studies on principals in China, which shows that principals there 
additionally tussle with contradictions between globalising tendencies embedded in policy 
reforms and local cultural traditions. In response to the pressures generated by this clash, 
they find that principals pay lip service to the reforms, though in fact make no changes in 
practice. In East Africa, novice principals also confront pressing issues of staff and 
student safety, lack of parental involvement due to illiteracy, and extreme poverty and 
limited resources that contribute to disillusionment and poor morale (Onguko, Abdalla & 
Webber, 2012). However, according to Scott and Rarieya (2011), there are more 
similarities than differences in the challenges faced by novice principals nowadays. In their 
comparison of East African and Canadian principal preparation programs, these authors 
hypothesised that globalisation results in many essential similarities in the complex 
situations surrounding the work of principals worldwide. Their work emphasises 
awareness about multicultural education and acceptance, and accommodation of multi-
faceted forms of diversity that can enhance school climates. 
 
This study responded to a call from various authors regarding the need for a more 
inclusive view on the study of principal leadership, as most research has concentrated on 
Anglo-Saxon contexts and perspectives (Oplatka, 2004; Weinstein & Hernández, 2016) 
and it addresses the absence of research regarding educational leadership and management 
in certain areas of Latin America (Aravena & Hallinger, 2018). It adds to current literature 
that examines the challenges faced by novice principals by bringing the perspective of 
principals in Colombia, where research has been hitherto non-existent. In addition, this 
study is significant because it adds valuable information for principals’ professional 
development. 
 
Our objective was to identify problematic issues faced by novice principals in Colombia in 
connection with students, teachers and the community, and to analyse these difficulties in 
the light of formal and informal socialisation opportunities. The overarching questions 
that guided our study were:  
 
1. What problems do novice principals in Colombia face with their school community? 
2. How do they confront them? 
3. How do their problems relate to socialisation opportunities in their professional 

development?  
 

Principal leadership in Latin America 
 
When examining the panorama of research on principalship in Latin America, the scarcity 
of research is notable. A recent synthesis of school leadership initiatives in 8 countries of 
the region showed that the topic is beginning to gain attention, but that there is a 
remarkable absence of work on the situation of principals and the impact of school 
leadership strategies (UNESCO, 2014). Weinstein and Hernández (2016) stated that 
Western leadership models have often been applied without consideration for the political 
and social contexts of the region, thereby exacerbating dilemmas and tensions associated 
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with autonomy and authority, as most educational systems in Latin America are highly 
centralised. 
 
Mexico and Chile are the two countries that concentrate the highest number of 
publications on principalship (Aravena & Hallinger, 2018). In Mexico, research done by 
García-Garduño, Slater and López-Gorosave (2011a, 2011b) and Patrón and Cisneros-
Cohernour (2011) showed that familial unresponsiveness and lack of collaboration are 
factors that erode the kinds of support that novice principals require and that pre-service 
preparation is indispensable to strengthen their socialisation if school innovation and 
transformation is to be achieved. 
 
Chile has developed the School Management and Leadership Framework, a government policy 
aimed at improving the quality of education in the country (Ministerio de Educación, 
2015). The new framework strengthens management and administrative skills, but 
includes a pedagogical leadership component intended to provide teachers with the 
pedagogical support needed to enhance student learning (Muñoz & Marfán, 2012; 
Weinstein, Cuellar, Hernández & Flessa, 2015; Weinstein & Muñoz, 2013). However, 
factors such as principals’ inexperience, constraints on their autonomy to select staff, and 
teachers’ resistance have affected negatively the possibility to materialise the instructional 
leadership component, especially in low-performing schools, where principals have to 
prioritise administrative tasks (Leiva, Montecinos, Ahumada, Campos & Guerra, 2017). 
 

Principals in Colombia: Context 
 

In Colombia, the term directivo-docente (manager-teacher) is used to refer to all personnel 
who perform managerial duties, such as principals, vice-principals, coordinators, directors 
of educational institutions, or supervisors of education. The denomination implies that a 
person in any of these posts must have experience as both a manager (directivo) and a 
teacher (docente). However, it does not necessarily mean that a given manager-teacher holds 
a professional degree in education. Thus, a candidate for a principalship position may be a 
professional from any field (e.g. lawyers, engineers, architects). Act 1278 (Decreto 1278, 
2002) established that candidates for management posts in schools should have an 
undergraduate degree in either education or in any other field plus six years of 
professional experience in education. It is the responsibility of local governments or 
Secretariats of Education to select the principal for a given school. This person is 
appointed after an open, competitive selection process based on academic and 
professional merits. The Ministry of Education regulates the professional development 
process of teachers and principals, as well as their classifications in a career ladder that 
establishes ranks for their salaries. 
 

In Colombia, undergraduate programs that specifically prepared principals ceased to exist 
after the promulgation of Act 272 (Decreto 272, 1998), which limited undergraduate 
degrees in education to the preparation of teachers in different disciplines for early 
childhood education, primary, and secondary levels. In the wake of Act 272, universities 
offered courses and specialisations in educational supervision, but there were no formal 
undergraduate programs granting degrees in educational administration or leadership. 
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Formal preparation programs for prospective principals are provided in postgraduate 
degrees. Currently, 24 graduate programs in the country emphasise educational 
management and administration or related areas. Out of these, 15 are specialisations that 
usually last a year and that have a strong emphasis on educational administration. There 
are nine Master’s programs that offer a choice between emphases on school management 
or quality assurance, and only two of these are specifically targeted at training practicing 
managers and principals from schools and universities. The absence of formal preparation 
programs for school management and leadership in Colombia is noteworthy, and similar 
patterns likewise prevail in other Latin American countries (OECD, 2016). 
 

Theoretical framework: Principals’ socialisation process 
 
Our study used socialisation theory because it focuses on the paths principals take in 
accommodating themselves to their milieu. This theoretical stance has its roots in van 
Genneps’ concept of the “rites of passage” (1960), which proposes that individuals’ lives 
are composed of passages and rites as they make significant transitions in their social and 
cultural groups. Such rites are attached to particular events — including marriage, 
parenthood, and death — but also may occur when an individual joins a particular group 
or organisation. 
 
The study of principals has been marked by an emphasis on stages of socialisation as they 
transition into principalship (García-Garduño, Slater & López-Gorosave, 2010). Much of 
the research literature focuses on Hart’s (1991) and Weindling’s (1999) proposals that 
acknowledge three distinct stages of socialisation: professional, organisational, and 
occupational identity. The first occurs prior to assuming the role of principal and refers to 
becoming a professional in that field by gaining the knowledge and abilities required to 
perform the job. In this stage, both formal training and personal experiences are part of 
principals’ identity development. The second, organisational stage, involves learning the 
values, norms, beliefs, and knowledge particular to the context in which the principal is 
situated (Steyn, 2013a). This stage connects to van Maanen and Schein’s (1979) 
understanding that socialisation involves the transmission of information and values and, 
therefore, constitutes a cultural matter. The final stage or occupational identity refers to 
principals’ self-appraisal and confidence in their competence to assume the authority in a 
school. 
 
Stages of the organisational socialisation process 

 
Gabarro (1987) provides a lens to analyse the second stage (organisational socialisation) 
that embraces five chronological phases: taking hold, immersion, reshaping, consolidation, 
and refinement (Steyn, 2013a). Taking hold refers to the first critical days when principals 
face their new realities. Some principals go through a period of reality shock in this stage, 
as they face an unexpected flurry of complex situations for which they are ultimately 
responsible and that could have consequences for them such as feelings of abandonment 
and isolation (Weinstein, Cuéllar, Hernández & Fernández, 2016). This stage is 
characterised by confrontation, evaluation, and adjustment. Immersion is a period of small 
changes based on assessment of the organisational climate. The reshaping stage involves 
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major adjustments based on a deeper assessment of the culture and practices of the 
school. In the fourth stage, principals attempt to consolidate changes, while in the final 
stage, refinement, learning results from the knowledge principals gain through everyday 
experiences. We selected this framework because of its centrality in understanding the 
experiences of new principals within the organisation. 
 
These phases through which principals go involve the use of relational knowledge that is 
an essential component of the socialisation process. Sackney and Walker (2006) argued 
that socialisation for principals implies learning “how to behave and how to get things 
done in a new organisation” (p. 344). These authors added that this learning process 
implies building on knowledge, dispositions, and skills to perform certain social roles, 
which, according to Bristol, Brown and Esnard (2014) are derived from the 
conceptualisations communities built by such roles. Socialisation is a permanent process 
that demands principals to revise their ways of behaving and interacting and be attentive 
to contextual influences. In this sense, the process becomes iterative as the impacts from 
different sources of socialisation lead principals to continuously modify their visions of 
their contexts. More specifically, with regard to new principals’ interactions with 
stakeholders, teachers, predecessors, other principals and even administrators from central 
education agencies, Sackney and Walker (2006) observed that many studies have shown 
that the accumulation of socialisation experiences accounts for increases or decreases in 
such interactions and for decisions regarding personnel. 
 
Bristol, Brown, and Esnard (2014) suggested that newly appointed principals’ processes of 
socialisation aid in the transitions or rites of passage needed to access their profession and 
consolidate their membership in it. They emphasised that competing forces emanating 
from managerial demands and national and international policies complicate professional 
opportunities for principals. To confront such complexities, principals resort to both 
formal and informal sources of socialisation. University degrees, in-service training, and 
other professional development programs are part of the dominant formal sources used 
by both Western and non-Western educational systems. However, the utility of these 
sources has been questioned, as they often tend to focus on managerial aspects at the 
expense of instructional components or other aspects of the school culture (Menzt, 
Webber & van der Walt, 2010). Informal sources embrace all the connections principals 
make with members of their personal and professional networks. In fact, Mentz, Webber 
and van der Walt (2010) found that novice principals in both African and Canadian 
contexts value the knowledge provided by their informal networks as much as that 
provided by their formal training programs. 
 
Networks take shape within the school when principals and teachers work together, and 
the results of such efforts become fruitful when they enhance school capacity. Sleegers, 
Thoonen, Oort and Peetsma (2014) showed that there is a connection between school 
capacity building and teachers’ instructional practices, as well as that teachers’ level of 
motivation and engagement in professional learning activities is related to the 
organisational conditions at their schools. In their review of the literature, Yakavets, Frost 
and Khoroshash (2017) stressed that school capacity is central to making school 
transformation possible and translating education reforms into practice. The authors 
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emphasised the need for teachers to strengthen their personal capacities, or the 
possibilities for continuously updating themselves, and to develop interpersonal and 
organisational capacities. In their view, “school leaders need to develop the organisation 
of their schools in terms of roles of responsibility, structures of accountability, patterns of 
collaboration, evaluation procedures and the activities that support professional 
development” (p. 351). Such development would result in school transformation and 
improvement but, as Hallinger and Heck (2010) observed, the betterment of schools is a 
highly contextualised and adaptable process, as well as an area that requires further 
exploration. 
 

Method 
 

This study was framed within a qualitative research perspective, as we wanted to capture 
novice principals’ experiences and perceptions in a specific context. Denzin and Lincoln 
(2008) characterised qualitative research as a situated, naturalistic, and interpretative 
practice, signifying that researchers examine “things in their natural settings, attempting to 
make sense of, or interpret phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them” 
(p. 4). In this study, principals provided accounts of their experiences as novice 
professionals, referred to the particularities of their contexts, and discussed the paths they 
took in confronting the obstacles they encountered. Our intention as researchers was to 
interpret the meanings those novice principals brought to the situations they described. 
 

Participants 
 

Purposeful sampling was used to select the participants for this study. Patton (2002) 
observed that this technique enables the identification of information-rich cases, while 
Creswell and Plano Clark (2011) added that it likewise facilitates the selection of 
participants who are knowledgeable about a topic and possess experience about it. We 
selected novice principals from the Bogotá capital district and the Department of 
Cundinamarca, regions that contain the highest concentrations of schools in Colombia. 
The criteria for selection specified that participating principals must be newly appointed 
male or female principals with a maximum of 3 years’ experience in their jobs, and that 
they be from both public and private, and primary and secondary, institutions. The 
Secretariats of Education from both Bogotá and Cundinamarca, which are in charge of 
selection processes for and contracts of educators and principals in the public sector for 
their respective regions, provided information about possible candidates.  
 

Participation in the study was strictly voluntary and only those who accepted and signed a 
consent form were interviewed. Because information about principals from private 
schools was not available in the SED, we used the snowball technique, which refers to the 
recruitment of other participants by means of referral (Merriam, 2009). Additionally, 
coordinators from two graduate programs in Bogotá were contacted and advised about 
the objectives of the research and selection criteria for participants and were asked for 
referrals. 
 

A total of 37 novice principals, 16 males and 21 females, whose ages ranged between 31 
and 55 years of age, participated in the study. Of these, 22 were working in public schools 
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and the remaining 15 in private ones. Of the 37 participants, 8 had been hired for rural 
schools in Cundinamarca. The number of students in participants’ schools ranged from 
176 in one private religious school to 3250 in an urban public school. There were two 
principals working in two small towns in Cundinamarca who managed urban-rural 
schools. All participants held at least a bachelor’s degree; 29 had completed specialisations, 
23 had completed masters degrees, and three were pursuing a doctoral degree in 
education. Table 1 summarises participants’ profiles. 
 

Table 1: Summary of participants’ profiles 
 

Months as 
a principal 

n Gender n Age n 
School category 

 n  n 
1-6 
7-12 
13-18 
19-24 
25-30 
31-36 

8 
8 
8 
5 
2 
6 

Females 
Males 

21 
16 

31-35 
36-40 
41-45 
46-50 
>50 

No report 

3 
5 
8 
6 
11 
4 

Rural 
Urban 

5 
32 

Public 
Private 

26 
11 

Total 37  37  37  37  37 

 
Instrumentation 

 
In-depth interviews that “seek ‘deep’ information and knowledge” (Johnson, 2001, p. 104) 
were used. They ranged from 40 to 90 minutes in length and were conducted individually 
with each participant from September 2016 to January 2017. The interviews were done in 
Spanish and the researchers translated into English the samples selected to illustrate the 
findings. Two bilingual teachers of English revised the translations to ensure their quality. 
A preliminary version of the interview protocol was piloted with a principal whose 
characteristics were similar to those of the selected participants. Based on a preliminary 
analysis of the responses obtained in the pilot interview, modifications were made so that 
the final protocol centred on: (a) demographic information; (b) preparation programs 
pursued; (c) difficulties encountered in the first years as a principal; and (d) ways of 
confronting them. Depending on the responses from any given principal, the researchers 
asked further questions to obtain more information about their experiences during the 
first years in their positions so that they could voice their reflections freely and openly. 
 
Data analysis 

 
Interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed verbatim and analysed using the iterative 
proposal of Huberman and Miles (1994). Each researcher read and analysed the interviews 
separately, identifying themes that appeared repeatedly in the data. Working 
collaboratively, the researchers revised these themes and, subsequently, grouped them into 
categories. As the analysis progressed, we compared and contrasted new themes and 
modified the categories until we reached saturation of the data (Charmaz, 2006). To 
ensure the robustness of the analysis, we used researcher triangulation, which Merriam 
(2009) defined as the use of multiple perspectives — in this case multiple researchers — 
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on the same phenomenon. To ensure the participants’ anonymity, consistent numbering is 
used to identify them in this article. 
 

Findings 
 
The results are organised around the main challenges faced by principals in relation to 
students, teachers, families and the community in general. Quotes from the interviews are 
used to illustrate relevant aspects and to give principals a voice. 
 
Principals facing uncertainty in the management of students’ behaviours and the 
disconnect with families 

 
Novice principals in this study experienced a state of perplexity over how to respond to 
complex situations emerging from the weak relationships amongst students, that usually 
resulted in physical aggression and bullying. Part of the problem related to schools’ 
infrastructural problems, overcrowding and the dispersion of the school buildings within a 
given neighbourhood or in the rural sector. Research has consistently demonstrated that 
overcrowding is associated with student achievement and with teacher and student 
absenteeism and that “school climate plays a mediating role in the effect that school 
building quality has on student achievement” (Uline & Tschannen-Moran, 2008, p. 68). 
Novice principals in this study reported that a negative school climate emerged from 
frictions among students due to the tension generated in crowded classrooms and other 
school spaces: “there is overcrowding in the schools located in the city. Because of that, 
there are disputes and fights” (Principal 2). Another principal acknowledged the role the 
facilities played in generating a sense of belongingness with the school and paid particular 
attention to creating aesthetic spaces where students could feel comfortable: 
 

When I arrived at this school, I found an old, deteriorated building that is more than 60 
years old. We began to use aesthetics as a means to educate children. We began with 
simple things like mowing the lawn to ensure that children could have a space to sit 
(Principal 33). 

 

Although at first glance, school infrastructure plays a role in students’ behaviour, there are 
deeper preoccupations for Colombian novice principals that are associated with what the 
literature calls the emotional reality of leadership (Riley, 2013). Public school principals 
participating in the present study observed that vulnerabilities of families were transferred 
to the schools and there crystallised into disruptive and conflictive behaviour. Much 
student resentment originated in family violence and abuse, lack of affection, and neglect. 
Public school principals referred to parental absence and its negative influence on 
children’s behaviours. In many cases, grandparents or other family members had to 
assume the role of caretakers because students’ parents were incarcerated or suffering 
from problems with substance abuse. Lack of affection and attention, coupled with the 
absence of appropriate role models, seems to instigate reactions of resentment, apathy, 
and sometimes aggression from students.  
 

Many homes are dysfunctional. If there is a father, there is no mother, or there is neither. 
There is a grandfather or grandmother, drug addicted fathers or mothers, incarcerated 
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fathers, incarcerated moms. They come from social environments in which they have no 
family model. They don’t have affection and love, so they tend to be resentful towards 
many things (Principal 9). 

 
Principals facing fragile relationships with teachers 

 
Fraught relationships with teachers emerged as another main concern for newly appointed 
principals. Many were perceived as inexperienced or lacking sufficient knowledge to lead 
the school. Principal 37, for example, was 35 years old at the time of the interview and 
expressed that due to his age he felt that he “was not perceived as someone who could 
lead a group”. Others perceived that some teachers were continuously challenging and 
questioning their authority and that tense atmospheres characterised by resistance to 
change emerged because of those attitudes: 
 

In the school, there were great difficulties and clashes. Lots of resistance to my authority. 
At that time, it was a challenge (Principal 24).  

 

Whilst for principals in public schools, teacher absenteeism and the legal consequences of 
teachers’ complaints taken to the Colombian teachers’ union were main problems, 
principals in private schools had to confront problems with teacher dropout and mobility: 
“The challenge is to keep the teachers and to reduce turnover rates” (Principal 31). In the 
public school cases, new principals stated that dealing with these problems was time 
consuming and demanding. In the private school cases, the turnover of teachers 
influenced the continuity of school projects because of the difficulty to consolidate teams: 
“There has not been continuity and establishing a team has been difficult” (Principal 34).  
 
Another challenge that principals faced was improving teachers’ pedagogical practices and 
confronting their tendency to remain at a plateau. This situation generated tension 
because there was resistance to change, which could lead to weakened relationships. 
Principal 31 attested: 
 

Sadly, teachers do not want to leave their comfort zones. If you to help them get out of 
these, they will resist and complain. 

 

Some principals referred to relationships of power that were at stake between them and 
the teachers. They felt coerced into taking certain actions because there was a tacit 
understanding that, in exchange for professional commitment, they needed to offer 
personal benefits to teachers: 
 

Teachers begin to lower their resistance when they feel that one is collaborating with 
their personal things. It is like a game. There are some forces, some relations of power 
there (Principal 18). 

 

Interestingly though, the data suggest that many participants identified their challenges as 
being external to themselves. It was very infrequent in their discourses to find 
acknowledgements to their knowledge and skill development as novice principals, or lack 
of them and to how they may influence their actions. 
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Principals forging relationships with teachers in an environment of distrust 

 
One of the areas that novice principals felt was important to tackle was negative images 
teachers had, such as that of the principal as an adversary. They began transitioning from 
that negative view to a perception of the principal as a source of support with whom 
teachers can jointly seek solutions to problems and work on the development of projects 
for the educational community: 
 

I have sought to build good relations in these thirteen months. I have dedicated myself 
to strengthening the fabric of relations and that they do not consider the principal as an 
enemy (Principal 9). 

 

Szeto and Cheng (2017) indicated that the literature about leadership is replete with 
commentary on the positive influence that trusting, supporting, and interacting with 
teachers has on school progress. Similar observations emerged from several interviews in 
the present study. Building trust with teachers is concomitant with believing in their 
efforts and supporting their initiatives and professional development. This implied 
challenging prevailing hierarchical structures and resorting to bottom-up strategies in 
which teachers had the freedom to pursue their own professional development routes, as 
observed by Principal 30: 
 

Giving impetus to their initiatives… It is they who tell us how, where, and in which areas 
they want to have their professional development. 

 
Principals’ negative perceptions of their communities 

 
In the rural sector, principals claimed that the government had abandoned them, and 
consequently, they felt isolated and disconnected from the schools they served. This last 
aspect led to misconceptions about the school community that were reflected in the 
negative imagery used to describe students and their families. They were portrayed as lazy, 
apathetic and unwilling to become involved with community development. Principal 2 
stated: 
 

Nobody wants to do anything. The subsidy from Families in Action has increased that 
attitude. So, people just hang out and wait to receive the subsidy and use it to drink beer. 

 

His explanation refers to policies promoted by the government for more than two 
decades and crystallised in a plan called “Families in Action”, a government policy aimed 
at providing subsidies to families in conditions of extreme poverty. These included victims 
of displacement and members of indigenous and Afro-Colombian communities 
(Departamento de Planeación Nacional, 2000). Labelling the community as unwilling and 
passive denigrates rural contexts and their people while perpetuating negative stereotypes 
and deepening a socio-cultural disconnect. 
 
Some other novice principals, although still holding a stigmatised view of their rural 
communities, reflected upon the influence of their school curricular practices on students’ 
future opportunities and frequently mentioned the need to push for an entrepreneur spirit: 
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Students need to become entrepreneurs. So, what is happening is that the kids finish 
high school, they migrate to the city. They become regular employees and begin to work. 
Therefore, we are contributing to a cycle that does not make sense (Principal 7). 

 

Advocating for this spirit is apparently rooted in novice principals’ desire to stop the 
migration of young people to the cities and the perpetuation of circles of poverty. 
However, these views raise questions about the extent to which families would like to 
change their identity pushed by a neoliberal version of the general society. This also 
suggests that novice principals need to learn about the values and beliefs of their 
communities and develop, as Harmon and Schafft (2009) stated, identities that help them 
to articulate their actions to the communities’ ways of thinking and believing. 
 

Discussion and conclusions 
 
The findings indicate that newly appointed principals in this Latin American context are 
substantially conditioned by an entanglement of circumstances stemming from their 
relationships with all members of the school community. Poverty and other conditions 
rooted in deep social problems create a constellation of challenges that permeate their 
school contexts. Novice principals in this study were continuously dealing with at-risk 
students from vulnerable family and social backgrounds. This situation is additionally 
concerning, as most schools are insufficiently prepared to provide the support these 
students require. Such results are comparable with those of Tapia-Gutiérrez, Becerra-
Peña, Mansilla-Sepúlveda and Saavedra-Muñoz (2011), who found that lack of support for 
diverse populations in highly vulnerable Chilean contexts was a factor that inhibited both 
learning and principals’ leadership. Their study showed that limited health and 
psychological services, along with deficient learning support for heterogeneous groups of 
students, create tensions for newly appointed principals. Crow (2006) emphasised that 
permanent changes in students’ demographics, coupled with evolving complex 
environments, require a support structure involving different types of educational and 
socio-psychological services. The results of the present study support this idea and suggest 
that greater leverage is needed to create the organisational conditions for an equitable 
educational system that would provide appropriate learning conditions for all students. 
This also implies a revision of government policies regarding the mechanisms to guarantee 
the necessary types of support services for principals. 
 
Reduced family participation in students’ educational processes constituted another 
difficulty for the novice principals in this study. Family disintegration, child abandonment, 
apathy, lack of affection, and even child abuse are situations that negatively affect 
students. They unleash their fears and psychological and physical mistreatment through 
rebellious and aggressive behavioural patterns that affect the school climate negatively. 
Navarro, Vaccari and Canales (2001) emphasised that dialogue between families and the 
school, as well as active participation, are critical to achieving schools’ educational goals. It 
is therefore imperative that principals create alliances with families to increase their 
participation in school initiatives. Parents influence students from their earliest years, 
leaving either positive or negative marks on them. Workshops for strengthening parenting 
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skills as well as the incorporation of counselling and other support services, as mentioned 
earlier, could facilitate new principals’ efforts to attract and engage families.  
 
Another concern from newly appointed principals who participated in this study was that 
mistrust, individualism, and resistance to change, particularly from teachers, characterised 
their working environments, which are patterns that have likewise emerged in other 
international studies of novice principals (García-Garduño, Slater & López-Gorosave, 
2010; Patrón & Cisneros-Cohernour, 2011). When teacher’s actions and behaviours are 
driven exclusively by their own rights and interests, fragmentation and weakening of the 
school’ relational fabric tends to occur. This situation can escalate into an atmosphere of 
tension further aggravated by concealed issues of power in the relations between teachers 
and new principals, an issue that also deserves further analysis. Bidirectional dialogue, as 
well as reciprocal empathy and recognition of the individualities and potential of each 
person, are central elements that both principals and teachers must cultivate to foster a 
more positive school climate. 
 
Although some novice principals, both in the rural and urban areas, discussed the 
importance of fostering bonds with parents and other members of the school community, 
their statements did not show traces of self-interrogation and introspection to question 
their own beliefs and how they connected to the beliefs of their school communities. 
Many of the activities they described, such as recreational events and meetings with 
families, aimed at not being perceived as outsiders. They emphasised that cultural 
rapprochement implies being open to the community and creating empathy with its 
members, but specific information about how this was done and if there were self-
initiated actions to examine their own views, were absent in the data. 
 
This leads to reflecting upon the role of principals in promoting social justice practices in 
rural areas, and highlights the need to examine novice principals’ beliefs and identities in 
relation to those of their school communities. Çiftçi and Melis (2017) argued that rural 
education should be more sensitive to its communities’ cultures and identities, and in the 
light of that argument, this study questions the extent to which novice principals are aware 
of their own beliefs and imagining about students and their families in the rural area. This 
awareness is indispensable to align all members of the community in both protecting the 
cultures of the communities while advancing in the achievement of their goals. 
 
Novice principals in this study recognised that they must exercise leadership that fosters 
relationships of trust, respect, and empathy with teachers, students, and parents to achieve 
educational goals. Leithwood (2009) observed that leadership is closely linked to changing 
social environments that demand direction. Despite the adverse conditions in their 
schools, principals need to forge relationships with teachers, parents, and the community 
in general by prioritising a reculturing of their schools (Fullan, 1998). This implies that 
principals have to disencumber themselves of images they had created of teachers and 
parents and try to enter and live in the students’ own communities to understand their 
views and values.  
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In connection with such socialisation processes, new principals who participated in the 
present study were going through a transition from the taking hold to the reshaping stage 
(Steyn, 2013a). They were absorbing the complex situations they encountered, but still 
needed to build awareness of the importance of reflecting upon themselves and the 
idiosyncrasies of their communities. As suggested in previous research (Gillett, Clarke & 
O’Donoghueh, 2016) being knowledgeable about the school community is crucial to gain 
understandings of its people and culture and, thereby, for better serving them. This study 
suggests that contextual knowledge and reflection upon the school culture, in combination 
with personal traits, such as deep inner personal drives to make change possible, openness 
and tolerance to others, willingness to communicate, and a strong sense of justice for 
better opportunities are necessary to guide principals in their transition from initial shock 
to taking proactive actions. The actions taken by principals in this study highlight the 
relevance of organisational socialisation and the need to incorporate tools to learn about it 
in preparation programs. The knowledge they accumulate from their experiences could 
serve as an important scaffold in their professional development and could be a valuable 
asset for informal support programs provided by local government, a type of initiative 
also stressed in other Latin American contexts (Weinstein et al., 2016). 
 

Acknowledgements 
 
This project was funded by the School of Education and the Dirección General de 
Investigación, Universidad de La Sabana - Code EDUMSC-27-2014. 
 

References 
 
Angelle, P. & Teague, G. M. (2014). Teacher leadership and collective efficacy: Teacher 

perceptions in three US school districts. Journal of Educational Administration, 52(6), 738-
753. https://doi.org/10.1108/JEA-02-2013-0020 

Aravena, F. & Hallinger, P. (2018). Systematic review of research on educational 
leadership and management in Latin America, 1991-2017. Educational Management 
Administration & Leadership, 46(2), 207-225. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1741143217745882 

Bristol, L. S. M, Brown, L. & Esnard, L. (2014) Socializing principals: Early career primary 
school principals in Trinidad and Tobago. Journal of Educational Administration and 
History, 46(1), 7-37. https://doi.org/10.1080/00220620.2014.855178 

Charmaz, K. (2006) Constructing grounded theory: A practical guide through qualitative analysis. 
London: SAGE.  

Cheng, A. Y. N. & Szeto, E. (2016). Teacher leadership development and principal 
facilitation: Novice teachers’ perspectives. Teaching and Teacher Education, 58, 140-148. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2016.05.003 

Çiftçi, S. K. & Melis, C. F. (2017). What matters for rural teachers and communities? 
Educational challenges in rural Turkey. Compare: A Journal of Comparative and International 
Education, 48(5), 686-701. https://doi.org/10.1080/03057925.2017.1340150 

Creswell, J. W. & Plano Clark, V. L. (2011). Designing and conducting mixed methods research 
(2nd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE. 



218 Challenges facing novice principals: A study in Colombian schools using a socialisation perspective 

Crow, G. M. (2006). Complexity and the beginning principal in the United States: 
Perspectives on socialization. Journal of Educational Administration, 44(4), 310-325. 
https://doi.org/10.1108/09578230610674930 

Crowther, F., Ferguson, M. & Hann, L. (2009). Developing teacher leaders: How teacher 
leadership enhances school success (2nd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin Press. 

Departamento de Planeación Nacional (2000). Documento Conpes 3081. Bogotá: 
República de Colombia. 
https://colaboracion.dnp.gov.co/CDT/CONPES/Económicos/3081.pdf 

Decreto 1278 de junio 19 de 2002. http://www.mineducacion.gov.co/1621/articles-
86102_archivo_pdf.pdf 

Decreto 272 de febrero 11 de 1998. http://www.mineducacion.gov.co/1621/articles-
86202_archivo_pdf.pdf 

Denzin, N. K. & Lincoln, Y. S. (2008). Strategies of qualitative inquiry (3rd ed.). Thousand 
Oaks, CA: SAGE.  

Fullan, M. (1998). Leadership for the 21st century: Breaking the bonds of dependency. 
Educational Leadership, 55(7), 6-10. http://www.ascd.org/publications/educational-
leadership/apr98/vol55/num07/Leadership-for-the-21st-Century@-Breaking-the-
Bonds-of-Dependency.aspx 

Gabarro, J. J. (1987). The dynamics of taking charge. Boston, MA: Harvard Business School 
Press. 

García Garduño, J. M., Slater, C. & López-Gorosave, G. (2011a). El director escolar 
novel: Estado de la investigación y enfoques teóricos. REICE: Revista Iberoamericana 
sobre Calidad, Eficacia y Cambio en Educación, 9(3), 30-50. 
https://www.redalyc.org/pdf/551/55119880003.pdf 

García-Garduño, J. M., Slater, C. L. & López-Gorosave, G. (2011b). Beginning elementary 
principals around the world. Management in Education 25(3), 100-105. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0892020611403806 

García-Garduño, J. M., Slater, C. L., & López-Gorosave, G. (2010). El director escolar 
novel de primaria. Problemas y retos que enfrenta en su primer año. Revista Mexicana de 
Investigación Educativa, 15(47), 1051-1073. 
https://www.redalyc.org/articulo.oa?id=14015564004 

García-Garduño, J. M., Slater, C. L. & López-Gorosave, G. (2009). Issues in educational 
administration in Mexico. In Wiseman, A. W. (Ed), Educational leadership: Global contexts 
and international comparisons (International Perspectives on Education and Society, 11, 377-397). 
https://doi.org/10.1108/S1479-3679(2009)0000011015 

Gillett, J., Clarke, S. & O’Donoghue, T. (2016). Leading schools facing challenging 
circumstances: Some insights from Western Australia. Issues in Educational Research, 
26(4), 592-603. http://www.iier.org.au/iier26/gillett.pdf 

Hallinger, P. & Heck, R. H. (2010). Collaborative leadership and school improvement: 
Understanding the impact on school capacity and student learning. School Leadership and 
Management, 30(2), 95-110. https://doi.org/10.1080/13632431003663214 

Hart, A. W. (1991). Leader succession and socialization: A synthesis. Review of Educational 
Research, 61(4), 451-474. https://doi.org/10.3102/00346543061004451 

 
 



Pineda-Báez, Bernal-Luque, Sandoval-Estupiñan & Quiroga 219 

Harmon, H. L. & Schafft, K. (2009). Rural school leadership for collaborative community 
development. The Rural Educator, 30(3), 4-9. https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ869309 

Huberman, A. M. & Miles, M. (1994). Data management and analysis methods. In N. K. 
Denzin & Y. Lincoln (Eds.), Handbook of qualitative research (pp. 428-444). Thousand 
Oaks, CA: SAGE.  

Johnson, J. M. (2001). In-depth interviewing. In J. M. Gubrium & J. A. Holstein (Eds.), 
Handbook of interview research. Context & method (pp. 103-120). Thousand Oaks, CA: 
SAGE.  

Leithwood, K. (2009). ¿Cómo liderar nuestras escuelas? Aportes desde la investigación. Santiago de 
Chile: Área de Educación Fundación Chile. 
http://ww2.educarchile.cl/UserFiles/P0038/File/libros/Libro_Liethwood.pdf 

Leiva, M. V., Montecinos, C., Ahumada, L., Campos, F. & Guerra, S. (2017). Novice 
principals’ instructional management practices in high poverty, low performing schools 
in Chile. Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences, 237, 3-9. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sbspro.2017.02.003 

Li, L., Hallinger, P. & Walker, A. (2016). Exploring the mediating effects of trust on 
principal leadership and teacher professional learning in Hong Kong primary schools. 
Educational Management Administration & Leadership, 44(1), 20-42. 
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F1741143214558577 

Mentz, K., Webber, C. F. & van der Walt, J. L. (2010). Novice principals from Canada and 
South Africa share their experiences. Education as Change, 14(2), 155-167. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/16823206.2010.518004 

Merriam, S. B. (2009). Qualitative research: A guide to design and implementation. San Francisco 
CA: Jossey-Bass. 

Ministerio de Educación (2015). The school management and leadership framework [Marco para la 
Buena Dirección y Liderazgo Educativo]. Santiago de Chile: Ministerio de Educación. 

Múñoz, G. & Marfán, J. (2012). Formación y entrenamiento de los directores escolares en Chile: 
Situación actual, desafíos y propuestas de política. Santiago de Chile: Fundación Chile 
Formación y Entrenamiento de los Directores Escolares en Chile. 
http://ww2.educarchile.cl/UserFiles/P0001/File/informe_formacion_%20entrenami
ento_de_directores_en_chile.pdf 

Navarro, S. G., Vaccari, J. P. & Canales, O. T. (2001). El concepto de participación de los 
padres en el proceso de enseñanza aprendizaje: La perspectiva de agentes 
comprometidos. Revista de Psicología de la Universidad de Chile, 10(1), 35-49. 
https://revistapsicologia.uchile.cl/index.php/RDP/article/download/18530/19560/ 

Ngidi, D. & Qwabe, J. (2006). The partnership of parents, educators and principals in 
creating a culture of teaching and learning in schools. South African Journal of Education, 
26(4), 529-539. https://www.ajol.info/index.php/saje/article/view/25088 

OECD (2016). Education in Colombia. Paris: OECD Publishing, Paris. 
https://doi.org/10.1787/9789264250604-en 

Onguko, B. B., Abdalla, M. & Webber, C. F. (2012). Walking in unfamiliar territory: 
Headteachers’ preparation and first-year experiences in Tanzania. Educational 
Administration Quarterly, 48(1), 86-115. https://doi.org/10.1177/0013161X11423391 

 
 
 



220 Challenges facing novice principals: A study in Colombian schools using a socialisation perspective 

Oplatka, I. (2004). The principalship in developing countries: Context, characteristics and 
reality. Comparative Education, 40(3), 427-448. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/0305006042000274872 

Patrón, R. M. & Cisneros-Cohernour, E. J. (2011). Estudio diagnóstico de directores de 
primaria para la mejora de la calidad educativa. Revista Iberoamericana de Educación, 56(1), 
1-10. https://rieoei.org/historico/deloslectores/4131Patron.pdf 

Patton, M. Q. (2002). Qualitative research and evaluation methods (3rd Ed.). Thousand Oaks, 
CA: SAGE. 

Riley, K. A. (2013). Leadership of place: Stories from the US, UK and South Africa, London: 
Bloomsbury. 

Sackney, L. & Walker, K. (2006). Canadian perspectives on beginning principals: Their 
role in building capacity for learning communities. Journal of Educational Administration, 
44(4), 341-358. https://doi.org/10.1108/09578230610676578 

Scott, S. & Rarieya, J. F. (2011). Professional development of school leaders: Cross-
cultural comparisons from Canada and East Africa. International Studies in Educational 
Administration, 39(1), 65-81. 
http://connection.ebscohost.com/c/articles/91718089/professional-development-
school-leaders-cross-cultural-comparisons-from-canada-east-africa 

Sleegers, P. J. C., Thoonen, E. E., Oort, F. J. & Peetsma, T. T. (2014). Changing 
classroom practices: The role of school-wide capacity for sustainable improvement. 
Journal of Educational Administration, 52(5), 617-652. https://doi.org/10.1108/JEA-11-
2013-0126 

Steyn, G. M. (2013). Principal succession: The socialisation of a primary school principal 
in South Africa. Koers - Bulletin for Christian Scholarship, 78(1), Art. #426. 
https://doi.org/10.4102/koers.v78i1.426 

Steyn, T. (2013a). Professional and organisational socialisation during leadership 
succession of a school principal: A narrative inquiry using visual ethnography. South 
African Journal of Education 33(2): Art. #702. 
http://www.sajournalofeducation.co.za/index.php/saje/article/view/702/353 

Szeto, E. & Cheng, A. Y. (2017). Principal-teacher interactions and teacher leadership 
development: Beginning teachers’ perspectives. International Journal of Leadership in 
Education, 21(3), 363-379. https://doi.org/10.1080/13603124.2016.1274785 

Tapia-Gutiérrez, C. P., Becerra-Peña S., Mansilla-Sepúlveda, J. & Saavedra-Muñoz, J. 
(2011). Liderazgo de los directivos docentes en contextos vulnerables. Educación y 
Educadores, 14(2), 389-409. http://www.scielo.org.co/pdf/eded/v14n2/v14n2a09.pdf 

Thapa, A., Cohen, J., Guffey, S., & Higgins-D’Alessandro, A. (2013). A review of school 
climate research. Review of Educational Research 83(3), 357-385. 
https://doi.org/10.3102/0034654313483907 

Tschannen-Moran, M. & Gareis, C. R. (2015). Faculty trust in the principal: An essential 
ingredient in high-performing schools. Journal of Educational Administration, 53(1), 66-92. 
https://doi.org/10.1108/JEA-02-2014-0024 

 
 
 
 



Pineda-Báez, Bernal-Luque, Sandoval-Estupiñan & Quiroga 221 

Uline, C. & Tschannen-Moran, M. (2008). The walls speak: The interplay of quality 
facilities, school climate, and student achievement. Journal of Educational Administration, 
46(1), 55-73. https://doi.org/10.1108/09578230810849817 

UNESCO (2014). El liderazgo escolar en América Latina y el Caribe: Un estado del arte con base en 
ocho sistemas escolares de la región. Santiago de Chile: OREALC/UNESCO. 
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000232799 

Van Gennep, A. (1960). The rites of passage. London: Routledge. 
Van Maanen, J. & Schein, E. H. (1979). Toward a theory of organisational socialisation. In 

B. Straw (Ed.), Research in organisational behaviour (pp. 209-264). New York: JPI Press.  
Walker, A., Hu, R. & Qian, H. (2012). Principal leadership in China: An initial review. 

School Effectiveness and School Improvement, 23(4), 369-399. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/09243453.2012.678863 

Webber, C. F., Mentz, K., Scott, S., Okoko, J. M. & Scott, D. E. (2014). Principal 
preparation in Kenya, South Africa, and Canada. Journal of Organisational Change 
Management, 27(3), 499-519. https://doi.org/10.1108/JOCM-07-2013-0125 

Weindling, D. (1999). Stages of headship. In T. Bush, L. Bell, R. Bolam, R. Glatter & P. 
Ribbins (Eds.), Educational management: Redefining theory, policy and practice. (pp. 90-101). 
London: Paul Chapman Publishing.  

Weinstein, J. & Hernández, M. (2016). Birth pains: Emerging school leadership policies in 
eight school systems of Latin America. International Journal of Leadership in Education, 
19(3), 241-263. https://doi.org/10.1080/13603124.2015.1020344 

Weinstein, J., Cuéllar, C., Hernández, M. & Fernández, M. (2016). Director(a) por primera 
vez. Un estudio sobre la experiencia y socialización de los directores noveles en 
establecimientos municipales de Chile. Calidad en la Educación, 44, 12-45. 
https://doi.org/10.4067/S0718-45652016000100002 

Weinstein, J., Cuellar, C., Hernández, M. & Flessa, J. (2015). Experiencias innovadoras y 
renovación de la formación directiva Latinoamericana. Revista Iberoamericana de 
Educación, 69, 23-46. https://rieoei.org/RIE/article/view/94 

Weinstein, J. & Muñoz, G. (2013).When duties are not enough: Principal leadership and 
public or private school management in Chile. School Effectiveness and School Improvement: 
An International Journal of Research, Policy and Practice, 25(4), 651-670. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/09243453.2013.792850 

Yakavets, N., Frost, D. & Khoroshash, A. (2017). School leadership and capacity building 
in Kazakhstan. International Journal of Leadership in Education, 20(3), 345-370. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/13603124.2015.1066869 

 

  



222 Challenges facing novice principals: A study in Colombian schools using a socialisation perspective 

Appendix: Interviews for novice principals in Colombia 
 

Aspects Purpose Questions and prompts 

Demographics Specify some 
demographic 
characteristics of the 
participants (age, sex, 
education (degrees), 
place of work) 

 

Please tell me your: 
- Age 
- Education: degree, institutions 
- Status (married, single, divorced other 
- Describe the place where you work as a principal 

(characteristics of the institution such as 
geographical location, number of students and 
teachers, mission and vision of the school)  

Preparation 
programs 

Describe the 
preparation programs 
the novice principals 
took part in 

Describe your preparation for the principalship: 
Formality of program 
Type of preparation institution (if applicable, 

certification requirements, emphasis, 
methodologies, evaluation, etc.) 

Challenges as a 
novice principal 

Identify challenges, 
tensions, dilemmas, 
problems newly 
appointed principals 
confronted 

What were the main difficulties you faced in your first 
years as a principal? (Critical moments, people 
involved, causes of the problems, consequences) 

How did you confront those difficulties?  
(Critical moments and examine strategies used, values, 

roles assumed, management of relationships, role as 
a leader) 
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