
Issues in Educational Research, 35(1), 2025 181 

Teams matter: Characteristics of senior leadership in 
high-performing Western Australian Catholic schools 
 
Daniel Groenewald 
Melbourne Archdiocese Catholic Schools, Australia 
Shane Lavery and Michael O’Neill 
The University of Notre Dame Australia, Australia 
 

This study explored characteristics that principals, senior leadership team members, and 
middle leaders perceive as supporting the effective functioning of senior leadership 
teams (SLTs) in high-performing Catholic composite and secondary schools (CCSS) in 
Western Australia. Composite schools include both primary and secondary students. The 
study’s research design was qualitative. The epistemology was constructivist, and the 
theoretical perspective was interpretivism (symbolic interactionism). The methodology 
used in this study was an instrumental case study. The research methods included one-
to-one semi-structured interviews, focus group interviews, field notes and document 
search. The collected data were analysed, condensed and displayed, as results in matrix 
charts, following the cyclical model proposed by Miles et al. (2020). The results found 
that the characteristics principals, SLT members and middle leaders perceived as 
supporting the effective functioning of the SLT in high-performing composite and 
secondary schools were positive relationships, shared leadership, emotional intelligence, 
prioritising of vision and strategy, effective communication, availability to middle leaders, 
an improvement mindset and challenging events that provide a focal point for the SLT. 
A high performing Senior Leadership Team Framework was designed that synthesised 
insights from the literature review with results from this study.  

 
Introduction  
 
Today’s principals operate in a challenging educational landscape with increased public 
scrutiny, more significant mental health issues for students and staff, high parental 
expectations, and a current national teacher shortage (Beausaert et al., 2023; Branson et al., 
2024; Fyfe & Cook, 2019; Klenowski & Wyatt-Smith, 2012; Rajendran et al., 2020; 
Ridden, 1992; Ridden & De Nobile, 2012; Riley et al., 2021; Whitaker & Fiore, 2015). As a 
response to these challenges, and also, from a desire to leverage the skills of other 
competent senior leaders, many principals have formed senior leadership teams (SLTs) 
(Cranston & Ehrich, 2004; Cranston & Ehrich, 2005, 2009; Goode et al., 2023; 
Groenewald, 2024; Macklin & Zbar, 2020; Ridden & De Nobile, 2012). The senior 
leadership team (SLT) support the principal to lead the school. It could be argued that 
without a high-performing SLT, the modern principal’s job would be impossible (Macklin 
& Zbar, 2020; Ridden & De Nobile, 2012). Some schools and some scholars use different 
terms to describe the SLT. For example, the SLT has been referred to as the Executive, 
The Executive Leadership Team (Barnett & McCormick, 2012), College Executive, the 
Principal’s Leadership Team (Macklin & Zbar, 2020) and the Senior Management Team 
(Cranston & Ehrich, 2005; Ridden, 1992), and School Management Team (Maifala, 2024).  
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Characteristics that enhance SLT effectiveness in schools 
 
Scholars writing about SLTs often provide lists of the characteristics of effective teams. 
For example, Hall and Wallace (1994) shared 43 hypotheses about effective SLTs. 
Cranston and Ehrich (2009) described ten factors. Thomas (2009) listed six conditions. 
Bush et al. (2012) outlined five characteristics. These lists share many similarities but rarely 
use a common language (Freedman & Somech, 2021). For example, what Ridden and De 
Nobile (2012) called “growth” (p. 64), Thomas (2009) described as “team development” 
(p. 13), and Macklin and Zbar (2020) called “monitoring performance” (p. 50). To avoid 
emphasising one list of SLT characteristics over another, the researchers have synthesised 
ten of the most commonly cited characteristics of an effective SLT from the literature. 
These include effective team design, the principal’s effective leadership, a shared positive 
culture, shared vision, clear operating norms, professional competence, skilful 
communication, professional development, time together, and performance evaluation 
(Abbott & Bush, 2013; Bell, 1992, 2002; Bush et al., 2012; Bush & Glover, 2012; Cardno, 
1998, 2002; Cardno & Tetzlaff, 2017; Ridden, 1992; Ridden & De Nobile, 2012; Thomas, 
2009; Wallace & Hall, 1994; Watterston, 2024).  
 
Many scholars agree that an effective SLT should be designed to achieve the school’s 
vision (Macklin & Zbar, 2020; Wallace & Hall, 1994). It is the principal’s responsibility to 
achieve the vision, and as such, the principal usually choses their team members and 
designs SLT roles (Macklin & Zbar, 2020; Wallace & Hall, 1994). Bush et al. (2012) found 
that well-designed SLTs distributed leadership amongst team members but focused 
strongly on teaching and pastoral issues. Thomas (2009) observed that SLTs should be as 
small as possible and include the right people, with the right skills, in the right roles. He 
argued that smaller SLTs are more effective than larger teams because they maximise 
efficiency and limit the potential for harmful group dynamics. Several scholars have 
argued that because schools are complex, teams should be diverse in roles and cognitive 
styles (Cranston & Ehrich, 2005, 2009; Freedman & Somech, 2021; Stott & Walker, 1993, 
1995). Freedman and Somech (2021) found that team composition significantly impacted 
team effectiveness and that teams with diverse memberships were more effective.  
 
The principal plays a crucial role in an effective SLT (Avenell, 2011a, 2011b; Bush et al., 
2012; Cardno & Tetzlaff, 2017; Goode et al., 2023; 1994). Goode (2023) noted that 
successful Australian principals know that they cannot work alone and distribute their 
leadership to others experienced leaders. Seminal teams’ scholars, Hall and Wallace (1994) 
singled out the principal's leadership as "the single most critical factor affecting the 
potential for [team] synergy" (p. 10). Cranston and Ehrich (2009) argued that the principal 
“sets the parameters and culture or tone for the type, extent and quality of teamwork that 
is enacted” (p. 18). Likewise, Shore and Walshaw (2018) discovered that “effective 
principals create the conditions in the team that allow free debate, disagreement, laughter 
and fun” (p. 316). Several scholars have suggested that principals (and team leaders), were 
most effective when they nurtured and coached their teams to develop as leaders and 
achieve the team's goals (Cardno & Tetzlaff, 2017; Cranston & Ehrich, 2009; Hackman, 
2002; Kogler Hill, 2019; Wallace & Hall, 1994).  
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Several scholars have commented that effective SLTs have a shared, positive culture 
(Goode et al., 2023; Macklin & Zbar, 2020). SLT members displayed shared beliefs, values 
and ways of interacting. For example, effective SLT team members believed teamwork 
was essential (Wallace & Hall, 1994; Cranston & Ehrich, 2005, 2009). Shore and Walshaw 
(2018) found that “team members must totally buy into collective responsibility” (p. 316). 
Ridden (1992) argued that in an effective SLT, “team members value the team, are loyal 
and committed to it” (p. 46). Thomas (2009) contended that team members' loyalty was 
critical to the SLT’s success (p. 18). Effective team members listen, seek consensus, and 
advocate for each other (Bush et al., 2012; Cardno & Tetzlaff, 2017; Thomas, 2009). For 
Zappulla (2003) effective teams were the result of healthy relationships.  
 
Several scholars indicated that shared vision was a characteristic of an effective SLT 
(Avenell, 2011a, 2011b; Bush et al., 2012; Cranston & Ehrich, 2005, 2009b; Thomas, 
2009). Cranston and Ehrich (2009) found that effective teams have “a common purpose 
and clear vision, with clear roles, commitment and communication” (p. 18). Ridden (1992) 
argued that effective SLTs “share a common purpose: the team understands and supports 
the team purpose and know what they, as a group, believe and accept” (p. 40). Often this 
purpose should include an image of what the school looks like at its best and a clear 
statement about what each SLT member is doing to make that vision a reality (Macklin & 
Zbar, 2020; Zappulla, 2003). Macklin and Zbar (2020) reflected that effective teams clearly 
understand where the team is heading and support the team’s goals.  
 
Various scholars suggested effective SLTs had clear operating norms (Macklin & Zbar, 
2020; Thomas, 2009). Boudett and Lockwood (2019) described team norms as "shared 
agreements about how a group will work together" (p. 12). They argued that "norms can 
play a powerful role in eliciting the breadth of perspective that is needed for a group of 
educators to tackle hard problems" (p. 12). Clear operating norms may include regular 
meeting times and clear decision-making protocols. Somech and Drach-Zahavy (2007) 
and Freedman and Somech (2021) noted that meetings frequently enhanced team efficacy. 
Clear operating norms could also extend to behavioural expectations. For Hall and 
Wallace (1994), effective SLTs built team cultures where effective listening and candour 
were norms. 
 
Many scholars agreed that effective communication was essential to SLTs. Effective 
communication must occur within and beyond the team with key stakeholders in the 
school (Hall & Wallace, 1994). Effective SLT members should communicate candidly and 
disagree skilfully (Bush et al., 2012; Thomas, 2009; Hall & Wallace, 1994). The most 
effective teams disagreed for positive reasons; they wanted the best for the team (Macklin 
& Zbar, 2020). The principal was frequently seen as the conduit of skilled conflict 
resolution and an arbiter of peace (Barnett & McCormick, 2012; Cardno & Tetzlaff, 
2017). An additional element of effective communication was the ability to communicate 
beyond the SLT. Bush et al. (2012) contended that the SLT was likely more effective 
when it connected with stakeholders throughout the school.  
 
Several scholars found that effective SLTs were often comprised of experienced, 
competent senior leaders with a track record of professional success as teachers (Bush et 
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al., 2012; Thomas, 2009). Goodall (2013) suggested “longevity of service” and 
“experience” were key factors in high-performing SLTs (p. 206). Bush et al. (2012) 
showed that effective SLT members had a history of effective teaching practice. In 
addition, SLT members worked well in teams and valued teamwork. Team members also 
brought their unique skillsets and experience to the SLT. Ridden (1992) saw differences 
between SLT members as a strength. He wrote: “An effective team knows and uses the 
strengths of the members... Each team member is valued for their particular abilities, 
which they use for a common purpose” (p. 42). Members of high-performing SLTs 
should share the school's vision, show commitment to the school, establish a track record 
of effective teaching, offer care for children and provide evidence of continuous service to 
the school.  
 
Numerous scholars have argued that effective SLTs required training and development to 
improve (Cranston & Ehrich, 2009; Macklin & Zbar, 2020; Thomas, 2009). SLTs need to 
learn how to work together as a team, but SLT members can be uncertain about their 
“role, procedures, preparation or training as a leadership team” (Zappulla, 2003, p. 33). 
Goodall (2013) commented: "Training tends to have a positive effect on performance, 
both directly (in the form of new skills) and indirectly in the form of outcomes such as 
empowerment, communication and planning" (p. 201). Thomas (2009), Bush et al. (2012), 
and Cardno and Tetzlaff (2017) shared the view that the professional development of the 
SLT was a driver of its efficacy. Walker (1994) wrote that “ongoing professional 
development for teams, as well as individuals, is paramount for successful team growth 
and must be recognised, rewarded and supported throughout the school” (p. 42). 
Cranston and Ehrich (2004) noted that effective SLTs ensured team members had 
opportunities to learn through induction processes, team development exercises, and 
reflection on practice.  
 
Several researchers found that team continuity and length of service at the school strongly 
predicted SLT team success (Bush et al., 2012; Thomas, 2009). Ridden (1992) argued that 
effective SLTs prioritise time together. Cardno and Tetzlaff (2017) found that most SLTs 
would benefit from understanding the team maturation process. They emphasised the 
need to understand Tuckman’s group formation model. Tuckman (1965) argued that 
teams mature through four phases of development: forming, storming, norming and 
performing. The notion that effective SLTs take time to perform well echoes Hackman’s 
(2002) observation that teams take time to integrate and build maturity and health. 
 
Regular self-evaluation of the SLTs was essential to its efficacy (Macklin & Zbar, 2020; 
Thomas, 2009; Walker, 1994). Cranston and Ehrich (2009) and Thomas (2009) stressed 
the need for SLTs to assess their performance continuously. Ridden (1992) argued that 
“teams need to grow. This requires conscious effort to improve the individual and team 
competencies” (p. 49). Donohoo and Katz (2020) argued that school teams need to 
practise new skills and have a clear plan to monitor their performance of those skills. 
Many commentators noted the principal's role in driving team self-evaluation. For 
example, Thomas (2009) found that the principal used a coaching approach to enable "the 
team to review its performance and operation" (p. 21).  
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Purpose and research question 
 
The purpose of the research was to explore the characteristics of SLTs in three high-
performing Catholic composite and secondary schools. Given the purpose of the research 
and in light of the literature, there was one primary research question: What characteristics 
do principals, SLT members, and middle leaders perceive as supporting the effective 
functioning of the SLT in high-performing Catholic composite and secondary schools? 
 
Context 
 
The study focused on three SLTs in three high-performing CEWA composite and 
secondary schools in Perth, Western Australia. The CEWA schools chosen for this study 
included a single-gender school and two co-educational schools. Each selected school met 
the criteria of a high-performing school (Bush et al., 2012; Crook & Turkington, 2018). 
They demonstrated high academic results and a reputation for stable, effective leadership. 
While definitions of high-performing schools are debatable (Crook & Turkington, 2018), 
SLT researchers have formed a consensus that high-performing schools display evidence 
of student academic gain and a culture of leadership and improvement (Abbott & Bush, 
2013; Bush et al., 2012; Thomas, 2009). 
 
The chosen schools demonstrated the most robust academic performance (Year 12 
examination results) in their school type (girls, boys and co-educational) over five years 
after socio economic advantage had been accounted for. Each school exhibited a positive 
reputation for effective leadership as validated by a CEWA School Improvement Advisor. 
This consultant was a CEWA-appointed system leader responsible for supporting and 
overseeing secondary schools across the system. Each school chosen demonstrated a 
culture of improvement, as described by their school Quality Catholic Education School 
Review, a CEWA school improvement process that details a school's improvement journey. 
 
Significance 
 
This research is significant for three reasons. First, there is no research on characteristics 
that support the effective functioning of SLTs in the context of Catholic composite and 
secondary schools (CCSS) in Western Australia. Second, there is limited recent research 
on the effective functioning of SLTs in Australian schools. Third, many stakeholders in 
CEWA, including principals, SLT members, School Improvement Advisors and 
Leadership Consultants, work with SLTs frequently but lack education-based research to 
support their work.  
 
Research design 
 
The epistemology of this research was constructivist and qualitative. Qualitative research 
focuses on human perception, understanding, and meaning (Stake, 2010). The theoretical 
perspective employed in this study was interpretivism, specifically symbolic interactionism. 
An interpretivist approach was chosen to understand the participants' perceptions 
regarding the characteristics that enhanced and inhibited SLTs in CCSS. The methodology 
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used in this study was an instrumental case study. Instrumental case studies collect data 
from multiple sites to form one illustrative or instrumental case. An instrumental case 
study was chosen because the researcher wanted to use various sites to shed light on the 
phenomenon of SLT. The instrumental case included three SLTs in three high-
performing CEWA schools. 
 
Participants 
 
Fifty-one participants from three schools contributed to this study. The participants 
included three principals, 19 Senior Leadership Team members (including deputy 
principals) and 29 middle leaders. In Australian schools, middle leaders are team leaders of 
small teams in academic or pastoral areas within a school (Grootenboer et al., 2020; 
Lipscombe, Buckley-Walker et al., 2023; Lipscombe, Tindall-Ford et al., 2023). All 
participant interviews were conducted on the school site. Principals were interviewed first 
at each school, followed by SLT members and two middle-leader focus groups. 
 
Data collection 
 
Four methods of data collection were employed in this study, namely one-to-one semi-
structured interviews, focus group interviews, document search and field notes. These 
data collection methods were chosen because they provided personalised data that gave 
insights into the participants' experiences and worldviews regarding the characteristics of 
effective SLTs. One-to-one interviews allowed participants to elaborate in depth. The use 
of focus group questions empowered middle leaders to share their thoughts about SLTs. 
Finally, documents and field notes provided the study context and helped confirm, test 
and verify research conclusions. The use of multiple sources of data triangulated the 
research results. 
 
Data analysis 
 
Miles et al.'s (2020) data analysis process was used to render the data comprehensible. 
Miles et al. (2020) noted the importance of coding data for themes and identifying 
patterns. They argued that data analysis is recursive, involving iterative processes of 
collecting, condensing, displaying data, drawing, and verifying conclusions. The one-to-
one interviews and focus group interviews were digitally recorded. The interviews were 
transcribed using digital transcription software. The one-to-one interviews were member-
checked.  
 
Results 
 
In line with the research question, the results are presented from the participants' 
perspectives: principals, SLT members, and middle leaders, respectively.  
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Principals' perceptions of effective functioning of SLTs 
 
All three principals indicated that their SLTs functioned effectively when SLT members 
developed positive relationships, shared in the school's leadership and engaged with team 
members in an emotionally intelligent manner. The principals suggested the SLT was 
more effective when they focused their work on vision and strategy rather than 
operational issues. 
 
The principals described positive relationships as involving trust, care for each other, 
frequent positive contact with team members and the use of humour. Principals felt that 
positive relationships were strengthened by social engagement and trust. For example, one 
principal commented: "trust is crucial... you see the individuals you've got in your team as 
really good at what they do and... [and you help them] to have confidence in themselves, 
that they don't need to come and seek advice and help all the time". They went on to say 
that you must "absolutely trust that [the SLT] will make the decision and whatever the 
decision they make, whether it's the right or the wrong one, you will back them". Another 
principal felt that positive relationships were cultivated through frequent contact with the 
SLT: “I would see [the SLT] pretty much… every day for a conversation. And I think just 
that connection and building that relationship is significant”.  
 
One principal commented that their team worked best when they showed care for one 
another. They observed that the team was at its best when members expressed "good 
relational connection in the leadership, that's when it's humming, that's when it's working 
well". Another principal felt an ethic of care supported the SLT's team culture. This 
principal used meetings to “celebrate achievements, to acknowledge people… for work 
that they've done and so that people feel valued, [when] they give their heart and soul to 
the job". 
 
All three principals felt the SLT worked effectively when team members shared in the 
school's leadership. One principal commented: “I think we get a real buzz when we do 
things well together”. All principals aimed to share their leadership by assigning leadership 
portfolios to each SLT member. One principal commented that giving leadership to a few 
leaders in large schools no longer worked. This principal said, "There's a greater efficacy 
of what we do because we've got a structure based around the specialisation of 
portfolios”. Another principal commented: “I like that people feel that they can go off 
and do what they need to. That's a part of their responsibility. That's what they're leading. 
Then they bring it back and talk to us”. Principals felt the team worked well when they 
“pitched” in to help each other rather than focusing solely on their work.  
 
Emotional intelligence refers to a person's "ability to respond adaptively in the emotional 
realm by reading and responding appropriately to others' emotions and to be aware of and 
able to control one's emotions" (Passer & Smith, 2021, p. 788). Although the principals 
did not use the term emotional intelligence explicitly, all three principals recognised that 
the ability of SLT members to display emotional intelligence was critical to the SLT’s 
efficacy. As a case in point, one principal commented that the SLT was at its best "when 
we can take a breath and settle and see things for what they truly are. Then we're on the 
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same page". Another principal believed that a strength of the team was its ability to be 
straightforward and non-judgemental: “We'll have our robust conversations. But I 
wouldn't say there's a lot of conflict within our Exec team, but certainly robust 
conversations and everyone feels that they should speak up and be heard”.  
 
All principals indicated that their SLTs were at their best when the team focused on the 
school’s vision rather than being inhibited by operational duties. One principal 
commented that the SLT was most effective when “looking to the future and [focusing 
on] that big picture strategy work”. They felt the team worked better when team members 
were standing on the “balcony” (vision-focused) rather than “the dance floor” 
(operational-focused). Another principal emphasised that the team was effective when 
their thinking was focused on “our strategic plan”. Finally, a principal commented that the 
SLT was effective when it was not stuck in the “nuts and bolts” of running the school. 
 
SLT members' perceptions of effective functioning of SLTs 
 
All SLT participants perceived the team to be effective when there was evidence of 
positive relationships, shared leadership, emotional intelligence, and effective 
communication. Several team members identified their team's response to the Covid-19 
pandemic as positive because it unified the SLT.  
 
All SLT members recognised that having positive relationships enhanced the functioning 
of the team. Positive relationships were evident in the SLT when team members shared 
values, cared for each other, employed humour and forgiveness, and engaged in social 
activities and spiritual retreats. Several SLT members felt they shared the beliefs and 
values of the Catholic faith and that a shared understanding of these values united the 
team. As one team member commented: "I think we are all very spiritual people. I think 
that really gives us a common lens to which we approach our work here". Another SLT 
member said that the SLT aspires to live “like Jesus, seeing the best in others... I think 
there's a real understanding for the majority that we all have our strengths. No one's 
perfect”. One SLT member reflected on the group's mutual respect: “I don't think there's 
a sense of we're in competition with each other for anything, so I think there's a lot of 
trust and respect that underlies what we're doing". 
 
Several SLT members recognised that the SLT functioned effectively when SLT members 
forgave one another. As one SLT member observed: “I pride myself on getting on with 
people, relationships, having the debate or the challenge, but then moving on and not 
holding a grudge”. Another SLT member said: “Sometimes it's worth realising… I can 
forgive. I can let that part of my brain relax. It's okay”. One SLT member observed that 
conflict was resolved when team members practised forgiveness: “We might be a bit angry 
with each other. We might ignore each other for a few days, and then it's forgotten. The 
grudge is not there”. 
 
Although each SLT member had a specific portfolio to lead, several SLT members 
indicated the team was more effective when team members helped each other with tasks. 
For example, one SLT team member said: “We step in where there's a need". Similarly, 
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another team member commented: “Some of us have been here a while. We don't even 
have to ask… We just turn around, and the other person's there, and they come to assist, 
or they've found a gap, and they’ve filled it”. Not only do some SLT members support 
other SLT members in achieving their tasks, but several SLT members felt it essential to 
develop fellow team members. For example, one SLT member commented: “I'm always 
trying to support [my colleague] in everything she needs. Sometimes that's giving her 
challenging feedback… because it's a bit of tough love sometimes, but it does provide 
success”. 
 
Social activities beyond work helped strengthen relationships in the SLT. As a result, 
many SLT members engaged in non-work socialising during the year with other SLT 
members. Socialising was conceptualised both for relaxing and as a strategy for building 
trust amongst team members. As one SLT member commented: “I think those rituals are 
important because you create the rapport that enables you to then have that hard 
conversation”. Connected to the idea of socialising, several SLT members described 
spiritual retreats as an activity that helped the team bond.  
 
Several SLT members indicated that sharing in the school's leadership was one of the keys 
to being an effective SLT. For SLT members, shared leadership meant sharing the 
leadership load, sharing a leadership vision, leading a portfolio of work, making decisions 
together, and helping other team members. For one SLT member, sharing leadership was 
a way to deal with the burden of an excessive and complex workload. This person 
remarked: “Having a larger team where you pull the expertise specifically in that area 
makes for a more effective team because we are [only] as strong as our team… we rely on 
the wisdom of the team”. For many SLT members, sharing leadership is synonymous with 
sharing a leadership vision or, as many SLT members remarked, being on the "same 
page".  
 
Another aspect of shared leadership is taking responsibility for a portfolio of work. As 
one SLT member commented: “The other thing I see of value is that each person that sits 
around the table has their portfolio. So, in other words, they become, if you like, the mini 
expert on that, and it also provides an opportunity for the rest of us to hear what's going 
on”. However, while SLT members focus on their portfolios, they also help other team 
members with their work. SLT members described shared leadership as both autonomous 
and connected.  
 
Some SLT members said the SLT worked effectively when SLT members displayed 
behaviours with emotional intelligence. For example, one SLT member reflected: "I don't 
think I've ever had a situation where I think it's getting a little bit prickly in here... I don't 
think that's the nature of the people we have”. Another SLT member observed that their 
team was effective when there “was an atmosphere where you're able to air a grievance. 
And I think generally people know that sometimes it doesn't always necessarily go the way 
you want it to go”. One SLT member reflected on the importance of being emotionally 
attuned to fellow team members: “We're wise enough, and we've got the emotional 
intelligence enough to realise that if person A is not really engaging in a positive [manner], 
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don't go and prod. Go and support”. A significant indicator of the SLT’s emotional 
intelligence was the ability of team members to communicate effectively under stress. 
 
Several SLT members described the ability to communicate effectively under stress as 
essential. One SLT member reflected: “I think, like every good team, we can get a bit 
cranky with each other at times, but I think that we've never really entered into 
unprofessional dialogue. I think we've never gone on that easy approach of letting anger 
and emotion dominate our thought process”. Many SLT members described the 
importance of SLT members managing their emotions and communicating effectively. As 
one SLT member explained: “Most of us in Exec… can be honest with each other and 
have jokes and stuff. I think that we understand that we're not trying to step on each 
other's toes or we're not competing with each other for our jobs or anything like that”.  
 
 Several SLT members commented that the Covid-19 pandemic helped unite the team. 
The “mechanics” of managing Covid “made us come together”. Several SLT members 
observed that the pandemic provided the team with a good problem to focus on together. 
One SLT member said: “The time I thought it really showed how we worked together, is 
when Covid first hit because we all had one common goal… And in some ways, our 
defining roles disappeared for a short period of time. And it was okay”. Another SLT 
member observed that the pandemic forced teams to meet more often and communicate 
with each other more frequently. For most SLT members, Covid-19 encouraged the SLT 
to listen to each other, forget individual needs or issues and help the school community.  
 
Some SLT members felt the team was functioning well when it engaged in growth and 
development processes that led to performance improvements. One team member 
commented: “I think we stay at our best because we don't just do what we always do. 
We're always open to change, always feeding back, always reviewing”. Another team 
member said: “I think it's important… that we keep evolving; it's got to keep evolving. 
You can't keep doing what you've always done. I think that's what makes us strong, is the 
constant evolution of everything we do”. For several SLT members, processes like peer 
feedback and personal reflection supported team improvement.  
 
Middle leader perceptions of effective functioning of SLTs 
 
Middle leaders commented that various characteristics supported the effective functioning 
of the SLT. These included positive relationships, shared leadership, emotional 
intelligence, availability to stakeholders, respect for other staff, especially middle leaders, 
and effective communication. 
 
Middle leaders described the SLT as functioning well when the team related to each other 
positively. One middle leader described their SLT as a “well-informed, tight group. I've 
used the word ‘friendship’, which I don't normally use when you describe an Executive 
team, but I do think there is a friendship there”. Another middle leader commented: “I 
definitely see it as more than collegiality. I do see it as a tight-knit group of friends”. 
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Middle leaders observed that the SLT was effective when they led together. One middle 
leader commented: “It is a huge operation… and a huge operation isn't singly managed by 
one person… everybody has their own little bit that they need to do”. Several middle 
leaders felt the SLT was working well when team members led their portfolios well: “Each 
member of the ELT has got a very defined job role... I think that's when we see them at 
their best”. Several middle leaders recognised that the principal played a key role in 
enabling the team to work at its best.  
 
Several middle leaders observed that the SLT ran smoothly because team members were 
emotionally intelligent. One middle leader described the SLT as “visibly relaxed. And I 
mean that in a positive way, not in a lazy way. But visibly relaxed as individuals”. Another 
middle leader said the team was “harmonious”. Several middle leaders described the SLT 
as calm and centred, especially during challenging circumstances. The quality of emotional 
intelligence also extended to quality relationships and effective communication. One 
middle leader commented: “It comes down to feeling that you've been listened to… That 
you've also spoken to in a way that is neither belittling, or bullying in any way”. Many 
middle leaders described this as communicating openly, transparently, and with kindness.  
 
Clear communication helped the SLT to function effectively. As one middle leader 
observed: “So [when] they're at their best, everyone's in the loop, everyone knows what 
they're doing. The whole team is going in the right direction”. Some middle leaders spoke 
positively about the SLT's “open door” policy: “if there's a question you've got, he's free 
at his desk. You just knock on the door, and you can certainly ask him questions”. Some 
middle leaders commented that sharing a mental model or being on “the same page” 
made the SLT successful.  
 
Perhaps, not surprisingly, middle leaders felt that the SLT was functioning well when they 
could support and develop middle leaders in their roles. Often, this support took the form 
of SLT members consulting, listening, encouraging and mentoring middle leaders. For 
example, one middle leader commented: “When they're at their best… I feel valued, I feel 
supported, and I also feel like I'm working in partnership. That's when I feel like it's at its 
best”.  
 
Several middle leaders indicated that the SLT was working well when the SLT developed 
other leaders, especially middle leaders. One middle leader observed: “So, when you need 
help with decision making or maybe you've come into a situation that you've never dealt 
with before, and you can work with them to come up with a solution [that’s] when they're 
at their best”. Another middle leader commented on the importance of working together: 
"I don't ever feel like it's a hierarchical thing. It's everybody working together for the 
common good… as a leadership team, they definitely step up and take you along”. 
 
Some middle leaders considered the availability of the SLT to multiple stakeholders –
middle leaders, students, and parents – as an indicator of their efficacy. For example, one 
middle leader commented the team was “at their best when they are...interacting with the 
kids or parents”. Another middle leader observed that the SLTs were effective when they 
were “present with the staff, in the staff room, and with the student body as well”. 
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Discussion 
 
The principals in this study reported that the SLT functioned most effectively when SLT 
members developed positive relationships, shared in the school's leadership, displayed 
emotional intelligence and focused on vision and strategy. These themes were consistent 
with the literature on effective SLTs in education. For instance, various scholars 
highlighted that positive relationships were vital to effective SLTs, noting that effective 
SLTs cultivated team cultures that showed trust and warmth (Bush et al., 2012; Cardno & 
Tetzlaff, 2017; Thomas, 2009; Macklin & Zbar). Many scholars described effective SLTs 
as containing positive relationships where team members were open, trusting, loyal, caring 
and warm (Bush et al., 2012; Cardno & Tetzlaff, 2017; Thomas, 2009).  
 
The literature suggests that interdependence or shared leadership distinguishes effective 
teams from moderately performing groups (Dalglish & Miller, 2016; Goodall, 2013; 
Whitmore, 2017). High-performing teams are highly interactive, and team members help 
other team members to succeed (Humphrey & Damian, 2021; Katzenbach & Smith, 
2015). When SLT members were most effective, they sensed they were part of something 
larger than their own portfolio of work.  
 
Although the term emotional intelligence was not used explicitly in the educational 
literature on SLTs, a consistent finding in the literature on school teams is that 
emotionally intelligent behaviour improves SLT (Cardno & Tetzlaff, 2017; Coyle, 2018; 
Macklin & Zbar, 2020). Long ago, Ridden (1992) noted that effective SLT members 
regulated their feelings and accommodated other SLT members' sentiments. Wallace and 
Hall (1994) argued that SLT members had to be sensitive to others but frank and open in 
their communication. Cranston and Ehrich (2009) noted that effective SLT members were 
clear communicators prepared to resolve disagreements. More recently, in the literature 
outside of education, several scholars have suggested that teams perform best when team 
members experience safety, belonging, and meaning (Clark, 2020; Coyle, 2018; Eastwood, 
2022; Edmondson, 2018). Some scholars perceived managing one's emotions as a non-
negotiable operating norm (Bush et al., 2012; Cranston & Ehrich, 2009a). Both the 
educational literature on teams and principals' perceptions suggest that emotional 
intelligence is a key characteristic for a high performing SLT.  
 
Various scholars believed SLTs were most effective when focusing on vision and strategy 
(Avenell, 2011, Bush, 2012, Cranston & Ehrich, 2005, Thomas, 2012). Scholars noted that 
effective SLTs had a clear vision and purpose, and SLT members knew their role in 
making the vision a reality (Macklin & Zbar, 2020; Ridden, 1992). Macklin and Zbar 
(2020) found that the most effective SLTs had a clear, unified vision and spoke with one 
voice. The research results and broader literature suggest that a clear vision and strategy 
are essential to an effective SLT.  
 
SLT members agreed with principals that positive relationships, shared leadership, and 
emotional intelligence contributed to an effective SLT. SLT members also thought 
effective communication, a mindset for improvement, and challenging events such as the 
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Covid-19 pandemic could enhance the SLT. Middle leaders shared several perceptions 
with principals and SLT members regarding the effective functioning of the SLT. First, 
middle leaders perceived the SLT as most effective when there was evidence of positive 
relationships, shared leadership and emotional intelligence. Middle leaders also thought 
the SLT was more effective when it engaged with stakeholders outside the SLT, especially 
middle leaders.  
 
Contribution of our research 
 
We present a framework to explain the characteristics of effective or high-performing 
SLTs. The framework synthesises the study’s presentation of results with findings from 
the review of literature and insights from our field notes and document search. The 
framework aims to draw attention to characteristics that enhance SLTs. It has been used 
to support the professional growth, development and review of SLTs in CCSS (Figure 1).  
 
 

 
Figure 1: The High Performing Senior Leadership Team Framework for CCSS 

(use 'zoom in' function in web or PDF reader to view) 
 
 
The High Performing Senior Leadership Team Framework for CCSS is built around three 
concentric circles. The first (blue) and second circles (orange) represent the two 
preconditions of high-performing SLTs. These conditions are a shared Christ-centred and 
child-focused vision. The third circle (green) presents 12 connected characteristics that 
enhance the effective functioning of the SLT as derived from the research. 
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Limitations 
 
One potential limitation of this research is its generalisability. Our instrumental case study 
is indicative of three metropolitan SLTs in CCSS. The research findings are likely to be 
most generalisable to SLTs in Catholic schools with similar contexts rather than all 
secondary and composite schools.  
 
Conclusions and recommendations 
 
This study found that principals, SLT members and middle leaders agreed that the 
characteristics supporting the effective functioning of the SLT in high-performing CCSS 
were positive relationships, shared leadership, emotional intelligence, prioritising vision 
and strategy, effective communication, availability to middle leaders, improvement 
mindset, and unity in the face of challenging events. The results and the proposed high-
performing SLT framework provide principals and their teams, and consultant that work 
with SLTs, with a clear model to assess and develop SLTs.  
 
Six recommendations are proposed to enhance SLTS in Catholic Education Western 
Australia. Firstly, CEWA build on the work of this research and develop an SLT 
framework for growing, developing and reviewing SLTs. The High Performing Senior 
Leadership Teams Framework for CCSS offers a starting point for this work. Secondly, 
CEWA provide professional learning on SLTs for all stakeholders who work with 
principals and SLTs. Thirdly, CEWA support principals in appointing, reviewing, and 
developing their SLTs with the characteristics of effective SLTs in mind. Fourthly, CEWA 
develop systems that check, develop and reward the SLT rather than individuals. 
Performance appraisal systems that focus on individuals alone may unwittingly discourage 
teamwork. The fifth recommendation pertains to the design of CEWA's Aspiring 
Principals Program and the induction of beginning principals. It is suggested that these 
programs provide further guidance on selecting, developing, building and reviewing an 
effective SLT. The Sixth recommendation is for tertiary institutions to consider 
broadening their leadership curriculum to discuss the role of effective SLTs in schools and 
school leadership. 
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