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Ethiopia has prioritised instructional leadership to address a severe learning crisis, yet 
student achievement remains low. Our sequential explanatory mixed-methods study 
investigates this paradox by examining the mechanisms linking principals’ leadership to 
academic achievement in underperforming secondary schools in the Gedeo Zone of 
Ethiopia. Quantitative data from 180 teachers and archival records, analysed via PLS-
SEM, were followed by qualitative interviews. The findings reveal a fully mediated 
pathway: teachers' organisational commitment fully mediates the effect of principals’ 
instructional leadership on student achievement. Furthermore, fostering a positive school 
learning climate was the strongest predictor of teacher commitment, significantly 
outweighing the dimension of managing the instructional program, which was crippled 
by contextual barriers. The study concludes that in resource-poor contexts, leadership 
development must prioritise empowering principals to build supportive climates over 
direct instructional management. This offers a critical refinement to internationally 
prescribed leadership models for similar constrained educational systems.  

 
Introduction  
 
A global learning crisis threatens the futures of millions of children, with particularly 
severe consequences in sub-Saharan Africa (Anand et al., 2023). While access to education 
has improved, learning quality remains a profound challenge. This raises critical questions 
for policymakers worldwide about whether established educational solutions from well-
resourced contexts can transfer effectively to constrained environments. 
 
Nowhere is this policy challenge more acute than in Ethiopia. Despite national reforms 
that explicitly prioritise instructional leadership, student learning outcomes in secondary 
schools remain deeply concerning (Anand et al., 2023; Ministry of Education, 2021). This 
scenario creates a critical puzzle: why does a policy prescription with strong global 
evidence fail to deliver in practice? 
 
The gap between policy intent and on-the-ground reality appears starkly in the Gedeo 
Zone of Southern Ethiopia. A longitudinal view of the Ethiopian General Secondary 
Education Certificate Examination (EGSECE) results reveals critically low pass rates: 
18.53% in 2020/21 fell precipitously to 0.18% in 2021/22, recovering only marginally to 
1.6% in 2022/23 and 2.27% in 2023/24 (Gedeo Zone Department of Education, 2024). 
These figures stand in stark disproportion to national averages, which, while also 
fluctuating, remained orders of magnitude higher at 47.31% in 2020/21, 3.21% in 
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2021/22, 3.2% in 2022/23, and 5.4% in 2023/24 (Monitor, 2024; Mosisa et al., 2024). 
This profound and persistent disparity demands an investigation that moves beyond 
policy compliance to understand the actual pathways of school leadership influence. 
 
The underlying policy theory seems straightforward: if principals become better 
instructional leaders, by setting a clear mission, managing teaching programs, and 
fostering a positive climate, student achievement should follow. Frameworks like 
Hallinger's PIMRS (Hallinger et al., 2025) epitomise this model, which policymakers often 
export as a universal solution. However, this concern about universal applicability has 
received renewed attention in a large-scale meta-analysis by Pietsch et al. (2025), who 
analysed data from 1.5 million students across 75 countries. Their findings show that the 
relationship between instructional leadership and student achievement varies significantly 
across cultural contexts and levels of human development, with the mean correlation 
approaching zero in many settings. This evidence strongly supports the argument that 
instructional leadership models developed in Anglophone, well-resourced contexts cannot 
automatically transfer to systems like Ethiopia's. 
 
Yet the theory is not working as planned. Studies indicate that secondary school principals 
in Ethiopia often struggle to implement the core functions of instructional leadership, 
especially the hands-on work of coaching teachers and coordinating curriculum (Berku, 
2025; Tesfaye et al., 2025). This creates a dual problem: the prescribed solution is not 
being fully implemented, and even when it is, we lack a clear understanding of how a 
principal's efforts translate into student learning within this specific context. 
 
Research has long moved beyond asking whether leadership matters, to uncovering how it 
works. We know principals influence students mostly indirectly by shaping school 
conditions and motivating teachers (Bellibaş et al., 2021; Bush, 2024). In this mediated 
model, teachers' organisational commitment serves as a crucial conduit. When teachers 
feel valued and dedicated, they invest additional effort into their teaching, ultimately 
enhancing student learning (Boontantrapiwat & Kitcharoen, 2022). Yet evidence on this 
process remains mixed and context-dependent. This inconsistency is especially relevant in 
African contexts like Ethiopia, where principals face overwhelming administrative duties 
and a stark lack of resources (Feyisa & Edosa, 2023). In such a constrained environment, 
can a principal realistically be expected to observe classrooms and manage instruction as 
Western models prescribe? Or does their influence work through a different, more 
fundamental pathway? 
 
Our study proposes that in challenging contexts like rural Ethiopia, the principal's impact 
flows entirely through teachers. We test a sequential model where Principals' Instructional 
Leadership (PIL) enhances Teachers' Organisational Commitment (TOC), which in turn 
leads to improved Student Academic Achievement (SAA). Most importantly, we argue 
that not all leadership actions carry equal weight. When direct instructional management 
becomes crippled by constraints, the principal's most powerful strategy may be to build a 
Positive School Learning Climate (PSLC), an environment of respect, recognition, and 
shared purpose. This climate, we hypothesise, becomes the key catalyst for unlocking 
teacher dedication where other policy-prescribed actions fail. 
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To investigate this, we employed a mixed-methods approach in the underperforming 
secondary schools of Gedeo Zone. We began by collecting quantitative data from 180 
teachers to map the statistical relationships. We then turned to in-depth interviews and 
focus group discussions with principals and teachers, using their narratives to move 
beyond the statistics. This study addresses three research questions: 
 
1. Does teachers' organisational commitment mediate the relationship between 

principals' instructional leadership and student academic achievement? 
2. Which dimension of instructional leadership, defining the school mission, managing 

the instructional program, or promoting a school learning climate, most strongly 
predicts teacher commitment? 

3. How do contextual challenges, particularly the urban-rural divide, shape leadership 
practice and explain the importance of school climate? 

 
Conceptual framework: The mediated leadership-achievement nexus 
 
This study tests a conceptual framework in which teachers' organisational commitment 
(TOC) fully mediates the relationship between principals’ instructional leadership (PIL) 
and student academic achievement (SAA). This model, expressed as PIL → TOC → 
SAA, is grounded in the established paradigm of indirect leadership effects (Bellibaş et al., 
2021; Bush, 2024) and responds directly to the failure of policy transfer in contexts like 
Ethiopia, where solutions from well-resourced systems are imported into constrained 
environments (Steiner-Khamsi, 2025). 
 
This study employs Hallinger’s three-dimensional model of instructional leadership 
(Hallinger et al., 2025), defining the school mission (DSM), managing the instructional 
program (MIP), and promoting a school learning climate (PSLC). However, its emergence 
from Western, well-resourced contexts raises critical questions about its applicability in 
systems like Ethiopia's, characterised by resource scarcity and administrative overload 
(Bush, 2025). Policy prescriptions often assume these three dimensions are universally 
applicable and equally potent. Our framework questions this assumption directly. 
 
We argue that in the constrained reality of Ethiopian secondary schools, these dimensions 
are not equally potent. Recent studies confirm that principals, especially in rural areas, are 
so overwhelmed by non-instructional duties that the hands-on work of MIP becomes a 
logistical near-impossibility (Ducalie & Mahlangu, 2024; Feyisa & Edosa, 2023). This 
reality of "triage leadership" forces a strategic recalibration. Consequently, we hypothesise 
that the principal's role in promoting a positive school learning climate (PSLC) emerges as 
the paramount catalyst for change. When direct instructional management is structurally 
infeasible, leadership behaviours focused on fostering respect, providing recognition, and 
building a supportive professional community become the most viable and powerful 
strategy available. 
 
In our model, Teachers’ Organisational Commitment (TOC) is the central mechanism. 
We posit that a teacher’s emotional connection to their school, their affective 
commitment (Boontantrapiwat & Kitcharoen, 2022), is the key motivator in low-resource 
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settings. When material rewards are few, this sense of belonging and shared purpose 
becomes primary. A supportive school climate nurtures this commitment, which in turn 
inspires teachers to invest discretionary effort—through after-school tutoring, creating 
homemade teaching aids, and persistent engagement with students—actions that directly 
improve learning outcomes (Sun et al., 2024).  
 
Finally, we treat the urban-rural setting as the foundational context that shapes this entire 
model. The specific challenges of rural locations directly hinder a principal's ability to 
manage instruction, making the fostering of a positive school learning climate not just 
beneficial but an essential compensatory strategy for leadership (Asim et al., 2023).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1: The conceptual framework of the mediated leadership-achievement nexus 
 
This integrated framework, summarised in Figure 1, moves beyond a generic model to 
offer a context-sensitive explanation. It posits that in systems under severe strain, the 
principal's most strategic role is to act as the chief architect of a supportive school climate, 
thereby unlocking the teacher commitment that drives student success. 
 
Method 
 
Research design and rationale 
 
This study used a sequential explanatory mixed-methods design (Creswell & Creswell, 
2017). The first quantitative phase collected survey and archival data to map statistical 
relationships between instructional leadership and student achievement in Gedeo Zone 
secondary schools. The subsequent qualitative phase used interviews and focus groups to 
explain and contextualise these statistical trends (Ivankova et al., 2006). This ensures 
findings are both statistically sound and grounded in lived experience, providing a crucial 
balance for informing meaningful policy (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2010). 
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Setting and sampling 
 
This study was conducted in public secondary schools in the Gedeo Zone, a region 
marked by the severe and persistent underperformance previously outlined. A multi-stage 
sampling strategy was employed. From the 27 public secondary schools in the zone, 9 
were selected via stratified random sampling (4 urban, 5 rural) to capture the contextual 
disparities central to our analysis. Teacher participants (n=180) were selected through 
proportional stratified sampling across subject specialisations. The sample size is robust 
for partial least squares structural equation modelling (PLS-SEM), comfortably exceeding 
the '10-times rule' (Hair Jr. et al., 2023). All nine principals from the sampled schools 
participated in qualitative interviews, and archival data consisted of three-year averages of 
the Ethiopian General Secondary Education Certificate Examination (EGSECE) results 
to ensure a stable measure of academic achievement.  
 
Data collection and instruments 
 
Quantitative data were collected using validated instruments adapted to the Ethiopian 
context. Principals’ instructional leadership was measured using an adapted version of the 
Principal Instructional Management Rating Scale (PIMRS) (Hallinger, 2011), and teachers’ 
organisational commitment was measured using the affective commitment component of 
the Three-Component Model (TCM) survey (Meyer & Allen, 1997). Student academic 
achievement was operationalised using the three-year average of the EGSECE results for 
each school, mitigating the impact of single-year anomalies. 
 
In the subsequent qualitative phase, semi-structured interviews were conducted with the 
nine principals and focus group discussions (FGDs) were held with 54 teachers (six 
teachers from each of the nine schools). These sessions were designed to elicit detailed 
narratives on the implementation of leadership practices, the sources of teacher 
commitment, and the perceived impact of contextual challenges, thereby directly probing 
the mechanisms suggested by the quantitative model. 
 
Data analysis 
 
The data analysis was directly guided by the research questions. Quantitative data were 
analysed using partial least squares structural equation modelling (PLS-SEM) in SmartPLS 
4. We selected PLS-SEM for its suitability for predictive research, robustness with smaller 
sample sizes and complex models, and its ability to handle data without strict normality 
assumptions—characteristics that align well with the objectives and context of this study 
(Hair Jr. et al., 2023). After establishing the reliability and validity of the measurement 
model, we tested the mediating role of teacher commitment (RQ1) using a bootstrapping 
analysis with 5,000 samples to assess the significance of direct and indirect paths (Hair Jr. 
et al., 2023). To identify the strongest predictor of commitment (RQ2), we compared the 
path coefficients from various leadership dimensions. 
 
Qualitative data from interviews and focus groups were transcribed and analysed using 
reflexive thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2021). This process was directly informed by 
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the quantitative results. For example, when the quantitative model highlighted the critical 
role of school climate, the qualitative analysis focused on uncovering how and why 
leadership practices fostered this climate. This ensured a meaningful integration where 
qualitative data explained the contextual challenges (RQ3). 
 
Trustworthiness and ethics 
 
We ensured trustworthiness through several measures. Adapted instruments were piloted 
and demonstrated strong reliability and validity. Qualitative credibility was strengthened by 
triangulating data from principals and teachers via interviews and focus groups. We 
maintained a clear audit trail for dependability and practised reflexivity to bracket our 
assumptions as former teachers and educational researchers in Ethiopia. 
 
The study received ethical approval from the Dilla University Research Ethics Committee 
(Approval Reference Number: DU/IBES/1-8/2024). Additionally, permission was 
obtained from the Gedeo Zone Department of Education and school principals. All 
participants gave informed consent, with assurances of anonymity and confidentiality. 
Data were stored on password-protected devices, and all identifying information was 
removed from the records. 
 
Findings 
 
This section presents an integrated analysis of the empirical findings, structured around 
the core mechanisms revealed by the mixed-methods data. We first present the 
quantitative results that establish the statistical relationships and immediately follow each 
key finding with qualitative evidence that provides the explanatory depth and context. 
This approach ensures a seamless narrative that moves from identifying what the 
relationships are, to explaining why and how they operate within the challenging context 
of Gedeo Zone secondary schools. 
 
Descriptive statistics and preliminary analysis 
Descriptive statistics provided a baseline profile of the core constructs within the Gedeo 
Zone secondary schools. Overall, principals were perceived to demonstrate a moderate 
level of instructional leadership (M=3.44, SD=0.59). However, this aggregate score 
masked significant variation across the three dimensions and a critical contextual disparity. 
 
As shown in Table 1, Defining the School’s Mission (M=3.52, SD=0.70) was the 
strongest dimension, followed by Promoting a School Learning Climate (M=3.40, 
SD=0.52). Crucially, Managing the Instructional Program (M=3.30, SD=0.65) was the 
weakest, indicating a significant gap in the hands-on supervision of teaching and learning. 
An independent samples t-test revealed a stark urban-rural divide in this dimension, with 
principals in town schools (M=3.41, SD=0.68) perceived as significantly more effective 
than their rural counterparts (M=3.18, SD=0.60); t(178) = 2.315, p = .022. 
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Teachers reported a moderate level of organisational commitment (M=3.50, SD=0.63). A 
one-way ANOVA confirmed that organisational commitment increased significantly with 
teaching experience (F(4,175)=4.576, p=.002). 
 

Table 1: Descriptive statistics and urban-rural comparison of core variables 
 

 
Overall 

mean (SD) 
Urban 

mean (SD) 
Rural 

mean (SD) 
t 

value 
p 

value 
Instructional leadership (PIL) 3.44 (0.59) 3.48 (0.61) 3.40 (0.57) 0.901 .369 
Defining school mission (DSM) 3.52 (0.70) 3.58 (0.74) 3.44 (0.64) 1.388 .167 
Managing instructional program (MIP) 3.30 (0.65) 3.41 (0.68) 3.18 (0.60) 2.315 .022* 
Promoting school climate (PSLC) 3.40 (0.52) 3.43 (0.55) 3.38 (0.50) 0.733 .465 
Organisational commitment (TOC) 3.50 (0.63) 3.55 (0.65) 3.44 (0.61) 1.132 .259 
Note: p < .05 
 
The measurement model 
Prior to testing the structural model, the reliability and validity of the reflective constructs 
were assessed. The measurement model demonstrated strong psychometric properties. 
Table 2 shows that all of the constructs met the minimum standards for internal 
consistency reliability (composite reliability > 0.70) and convergent validity (average 
variance extracted > 0.50). Discriminant validity was established using the heterotrait-
monotrait (HTMT) ratio, with all values below the conservative threshold of 0.90, 
confirming that the constructs were distinct from one another. 
 

Table 2: Measurement model assessment (reliability and validity) 
 

Construct Items Cronbach's 
alpha 

Composite 
reliability 

Av. variance 
extrac. (AVE) 

Instructional leadership (PIL) 3 0.723 0.844 0.643 
Organisational commitment (TOC) 3 0.838 0.902 0.755 
 
The structural model and hypothesis testing 
We analysed the structural model with a bootstrapping procedure of 5,000 samples to 
address the primary research questions. The model showed excellent fit (SRMR = 0.073) 
and substantial predictive power, explaining 60.7% of the variance in Teachers’ 
Organisational Commitment (TOC) and 63.5% in Student Academic Achievement (SAA) 
(Figure 1).  
 
Integrated quantitative and qualitative findings 
The quantitative phase measured the core variables and tested the hypothesised mediation 
model using data from 180 teachers and archival records, analysed via PLS-SEM. The 
subsequent qualitative data—voices from principals and teachers—breathe life into these 
statistics, revealing the lived realities behind the model. 
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Table 3: Structural model path coefficients and hypothesis testing 
 

Hypothesis Path β coef-
ficient 

t 
value 

p 
value 

95% conf. 
interval Support 

H1 PIL → TOC 0.728 21.093 0.000 [0.651, 0.787] Yes 
H2 PSLC → TOC 0.418 7.170 0.000 [0.302, 0.529] Yes 
H5 (direct effect) PIL → SAA 0.096 1.313 0.190 [-0.042, 0.241] No 
H6 TOC → SAA 0.304 3.807 0.000 [0.159, 0.482] Yes 
Specific indirect effects 
H5 (indirect effect) PIL→TOC→SAA 0.221 3.717 0.000 [0.113, 0.350] Yes 
Control variable 
 School loc.→SAA -0.774 25.112 0.000 [-0.834, -0.712]  
 
1. The fully mediated pathway: Leadership’s influence is channeled through 
commitment 
 
The first research question asked whether teachers' organisational commitment (TOC) 
mediates the relationship between principals’ instructional leadership (PIL) and student 
academic achievement (SAA). The PLS-SEM results offer a definitive answer. We found 
that the direct effect of PIL on SAA was positive but not statistically significant (β = 
0.096, p = .190). In stark contrast, the specific indirect effect of the path PIL → TOC → 
SAA was highly significant (β = 0.221, p < .001) (Table 3 and Figure 1) This pattern 
confirms that teachers' organisational commitment functions as a full mediator; the 
principal’s impact on student achievement is entirely channelled through its ability to 
foster teacher dedication. 
 
This statistical pathway is not an abstraction, but a tangible process reflected in the daily 
experiences of school staff. Principals described their role not as directly intervening in 
student learning, but as creating the conditions for teachers to excel. As one principal 
from a rural school articulated, "My job is to remove the obstacles for my teachers. If I 
can handle the parent complaints, secure a few pieces of chalk, or defend them from 
unfair pressure, then they are free to focus on what they do best: teaching. Their success 
with students is my success" (Principal, School 2-Rural). This sentiment underscores that 
principals see their influence as indirect, operating through the support and empowerment 
of their staff. 
 
Teachers’ narratives confirmed this mediation, describing how a principal’s support 
directly fuels their willingness to exert extra effort. A teacher explained, "When you know 
the principal appreciates your work and supports you, you don't just teach for the salary. 
You teach for the students and for the principal who believes in you. You find yourself 
staying late to help struggling students because you feel a shared responsibility for their 
success" (Teacher FGD, School 5-Town). This "shared responsibility" is the essence of 
affective commitment—the emotional investment that the quantitative model identifies as 
the critical conduit between leadership and achievement. 
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Figure 2: The validated model of fully mediated leadership influence 
 
2. The primacy of school learning climate: A necessary leadership adaptation 
 
The second research question sought to identify the strongest predictor of teacher 
commitment among the leadership dimensions. Our analysis revealed a clear and 
compelling hierarchy. Promoting a School Learning Climate (PSLC) was the strongest and 
most significant predictor (β = 0.418, p < .001), followed by Defining the School Mission 
(DSM) (β = 0.371, p < .001). Crucially, the dimension of Managing the Instructional 
Program (MIP) demonstrated a much weaker and only marginally significant relationship 
(β = 0.105, p = .056). This establishes PSLC as the paramount leadership dimension for 
building teacher commitment in this context. 
 
Why does climate-building so dramatically outweigh instructional management? The 
qualitative data reveal this not as a preference but as a necessary adaptation to 
overwhelming systemic constraints. The descriptive statistics already hinted at this, 
showing a significant urban-rural divide in MIP (urban M=3.41 vs. rural M=3.18, p=.022). 
Principals, especially in rural areas, reported that non-instructional crises consume their 
workdays. As one rural principal lamented, "The ideal of frequently observing classrooms 
and coaching teachers is a dream. My reality is being a facilities manager, a community 
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mediator, and a full-time report writer for the woreda. Instructional leadership is the first 
thing we sacrifice; it is a commitment that remains perpetually out of reach" (Principal, 
School 2-Rural). This finding resonates with studies in similar contexts, where 
administrative overload consistently crowds out the pedagogical core of school leadership 
(Bush, 2025).  
 
Faced with this vacuum where direct instructional management is logistically impossible, 
principals intuitively pivot to the one domain they can control: the school's relational 
environment. They become architects of climate, leveraging recognition and personal 
support to sustain morale. A town principal described his strategy: "My most powerful 
tool is my voice in the community. I make sure to tell parents, 'Mr. X is the reason your 
son passed mathematics.' When that feedback gets back to the teacher, it builds a level of 
respect and satisfaction that no certificate can match" (Principal, School 8-Rural). 
Teachers confirmed the power of this approach. "We feel recognised as people here, not 
just employees," shared a teacher from a town school. "When the principal remembers a 
small personal detail you shared, it forges a connection that makes you want to give more 
of yourself" (Teacher FGD, School 3-Town). In this constrained context, PSLC is not 
merely one leadership strategy—it is the most viable and potent mechanism for 
influencing teacher commitment. 
 
3. Contextual challenges and the "extra mile": How commitment translates to 
achievement 
 
The third research question concerned the role of contextual challenges. Quantitatively, 
the urban-rural divide was stark, not only in leadership practice but also in outcomes. 
School location emerged as the single strongest predictor of student achievement in the 
entire model (β = -0.774, p < .001), powerfully emphasising the deep-seated structural 
inequities that exist independently of school-level leadership and commitment. 
 
The qualitative data vividly illustrate how committed teachers bridge this gap through 
discretionary effort, providing the final, crucial link in the mediated model. This finding 
challenges the assumption, often embedded in imported policy frameworks, that principal 
actions exert a direct influence on student outcomes. In the face of severe resource 
scarcity, commitment manifests as profound resourcefulness. A science teacher in a 
resource-poor rural school explained, "How can I teach biology without a lab? I collect 
local plants and insects and use empty bottles. It takes time, but when you care about the 
students' understanding, you find a way" (Teacher FGD, School 1-Rural). This 
commitment-driven innovation aligns with what (Westbrook, 2013), in their review of 
pedagogy in low-income countries, identified as essential: adaptive teacher practices. 
 
Furthermore, commitment translates into a significant investment of personal time. "The 
bell doesn’t end my responsibility," stated a town teacher. "I have a group of Grade 11 
students who are weak in chemistry. They know my door is open for an hour after school. 
This is not mandated; it's what you do when you are committed to their success" (Teacher 
FGD, School 9-Town). This "extra mile" is the active ingredient that the quantitative 
model captures in the significant path from TOC to SAA (β = 0.304, p < .001). 
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Ultimately, it is this tenacity, fueled by affective commitment and born from a supportive 
climate that allows teachers to mitigate the profound challenges captured by the powerful 
effect of the urban-rural divide. 
 
Discussion 
 
This study reveals that in resource-scarce schools, principals drive student success 
indirectly by nurturing teachers and fostering a positive school climate, not through direct 
command. This challenges the assumption of immediate leadership impact. Consequently, 
imported leadership models require significant adaptation for low-resource contexts. The 
most critical finding is that building a supportive climate is not merely a tactic but a 
fundamental strategic priority, essential for systemic success. 
 
The fully mediated pathway: Challenging direct-effect assumptions in policy 
 
Our most significant theoretical contribution is the empirical validation of a fully mediated 
leadership model. This finding provides a precise answer to the long-standing "how" 
question of school leadership, consistent with recent meta-analytic evidence (Bellibaş et 
al., 2021; Pietsch et al., 2025). The analysis revealed no significant direct effect of 
principals' instructional leadership (PIL) on student academic achievement (SAA) (β = 
0.096, p = .190). Instead, its entire influence was channeled through teachers' 
organisational commitment (TOC), a path that was both significant and substantial (β = 
0.221, p < .001). While the consensus holds that leadership effects are mainly indirect 
(Bush, 2024), our study shows that in contexts of severe systemic constraint, this 
mediation can be complete. This challenges a persistent, if implicit, belief in policy circles 
that principal actions can directly control student outcomes. In essence, a principal's 
impact is realised not through directive but through empowerment; their leadership must 
be processed through the professional dedication of their teachers to reach students. 
 
This finding of full mediation advances the global conversation. It resonates with studies 
like that of Li et al. (2020), who found a non-significant direct effect, and offers a logical 
explanation for the partial mediation found in similar contexts (e.g., Ghirmai & Hongde, 
2023). It suggests that in profoundly constrained systems, the principal's primary route to 
improving learning is not through top-down intervention but through the essential work 
of cultivating teacher commitment. 
 
The qualitative data reveal the tangible mechanisms of this mediation. Principals saw 
themselves not as instructional commanders but as enablers. As one principal noted, their 
role was to "remove the obstacles for my teachers." This aligns with the concept of 
"leadership for learning," which emphasises creating the conditions for others to be 
effective (Bush, 2025). Teachers confirmed this, describing how feeling "seen" and 
supported by their principal fueled a willingness to go the "extra mile"—the very 
discretionary effort that defines affective commitment (Boontantrapiwat & Kitcharoen, 
2022). This was not a vague sentiment but action: the science teacher collecting local 
plants for a biology lesson or the chemistry teacher providing after-school remedial 
support. Therefore, the principal's most critical function in such contexts is not to manage 
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instruction directly but to architect the supportive conditions that unlock this teacher 
commitment, which is the true engine of student success. 
 
School climate as the foundational dimension: A contextual refinement of 
leadership theory 
 
A second, critical contribution is the identification of a clear hierarchy within instructional 
leadership practices, which directly refines established models for low-resource settings. 
We found that Promoting a School Learning Climate (PSLC) was the strongest predictor 
of teacher commitment (β = 0.418, p < .001), far more influential than Defining the 
School Mission (DSM) or Managing the Instructional Program (MIP). This finding 
challenges the implicit parity of dimensions in influential frameworks like Hallinger's 
PIMRS (Hallinger et al., 2025) and the meta-analyses that treat them as co-equal pillars 
(e.g., Pietsch et al., 2025). We posit that in contexts of significant constraint, these 
dimensions are not parallel but sequential, with PSLC serving as the foundational 
precondition for the effectiveness of others. Without the relational trust and motivation 
fostered by a positive climate, a mission statement remains an abstract placard, and 
instructional management falters due to a lack of principal capacity and teacher receptivity. 
 
Why does climate-building so dramatically outweigh instructional management? The 
qualitative data reveal this not as a preference but as a necessary adaptation to 
overwhelming systemic barriers. Principals, especially in rural schools, spent their days in a 
constant state of administrative triage—scrambling for textbooks, mediating conflicts, and 
endlessly recognising and supporting their teachers. A principal’s strategy of publicly 
praising teachers in the community was a powerful tool for building respect and sats 
reports. This pervasive burden, a common challenge in many African school systems 
(Kubheka et al., 2025), made the hands-on work of MIP a luxury they simply could not 
afford. Faced with this vacuum, principals pivoted to the one domain still within their 
control: the school's relational environment. They focused on shaping the school's spirit 
by personification. This finding is reinforced by global research indicating that in 
challenging circumstances, effective leaders fundamentally prioritise building trust and 
empowering teachers—practices that directly compensate for a lack of material resources 
(Sun et al., 2024). In essence, leaders seize upon PSLC not as one tactic among many, but 
as the most powerful tool they have when the system itself is failing. 
 
Contextualising leadership and the policy imperative: From "what works" to 
"what works here" 
 
Our third contribution speaks directly to policymakers, showing that effective leadership 
isn't about applying a one-size-fits-all checklist but about making strategic choices based 
on real-world conditions. In our research, the divide between urban and rural schools was 
more than just a data point—it was the central force that fundamentally shaped our 
understanding of the challenges these leaders face. 
 
The numbers told a clear story: principals in rural areas had significantly less capacity to 
manage the instructional program (urban M=3.41 vs. rural M=3.18, p=.022). Even more 
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striking, simply being in a rural location was the single strongest predictor of lower 
student achievement (β = -0.774, p < .001), a stark reminder that deep-seated inequalities 
exist regardless of how hard a school community works. 
 
The stories behind these numbers reveal this not as a failure of rural leadership, but a 
failure of the system to support them. We heard the frustration in one rural principal's 
voice as they asked, “How can I coordinate a science curriculum without a lab?” This 
single, poignant question captures a devastating cycle: the system's shortcomings don't just 
hinder teaching—they paralyse the very leadership meant to uplift it. This forces 
principals into a relentless struggle, juggling crises with limited tools. 
 
This reality pushes back against the easy assumption that blames principals and teachers 
for problems beyond their control. It also highlights the futility of importing policies that 
ignore what a community actually has to work with (Steiner-Khamsi, 2025). Recent 
Ethiopian studies have confirmed these patterns. Berku (2025) found that secondary 
school principals in North Shewa Zone struggled to implement the full range of 
instructional leadership functions due to overwhelming administrative burdens. Similarly, 
Emirie & Mengistu Gebremeskel (2024), in a large-scale study of 1,257 secondary school 
teachers in Amhara Regional State, reported that destructive leadership behaviours—
particularly laissez-faire approaches—were prevalent in the post-Covid-19 era and 
significantly predicted lower teacher organisational commitment. These findings reinforce 
our conclusion that the systemic constraints facing Ethiopian principals are not isolated 
anomalies, but reflect broader structural challenges requiring policy-level responses. 
 
Therefore, our findings demand a significant shift in policy. The evidence is clear: in 
constrained contexts like the Gedeo Zone, investing in a principal's ability to build a 
positive school climate is a far more effective investment than training them in detailed 
instructional supervision, which is often impossible to implement. For ministries and 
donors, this means moving from a model focused on compliance and checklists to one 
that empowers principals with the skills to build trust, motivate staff, and foster 
teamwork. This isn't walking away from instructional leadership—it's applying it with 
wisdom. In these contexts, building a supportive climate is the most powerful instructional 
strategy there is. 
 
Conclusions 
 
This study set out to resolve a critical puzzle in Ethiopian secondary education: why does 
a policy prescription with strong global evidence—instructional leadership—fail to deliver 
improved student achievement in a context of profound systemic constraint? The central, 
actionable conclusion is that in low-resource settings, effective leadership is not about 
direct instructional control but about building the school climate that fuels teacher 
commitment. Our findings from the Gedeo Zone provide a definitive answer that 
challenges the core assumptions of internationally transplanted leadership models. We 
conclude that the influence of principals’ instructional leadership is not direct but is fully 
and sequentially mediated by teachers’ organisational commitment. Furthermore, 
principals catalyse this pathway not through hands-on instructional management, which is 
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crippled by context, but by prioritising their role as architects of a positive school learning 
climate. The data from our three research questions crystallise this into a new, contextually 
intelligent model of leadership. 
 
First, we conclude that teachers' organisational commitment is the indispensable mediator 
in the leadership-achievement nexus. The robust PLS-SEM analysis demonstrated 
conclusively that the principal's influence does not bypass the teacher; it is entirely 
channeled through them. This full mediation provides a powerful explanation for policy 
failure: mandating principal behaviours without ensuring they foster teacher dedication is 
an ineffective strategy. The qualitative narratives gave life to this statistic, revealing that 
committed teachers are the ones who bridge the gap between policy and student 
learning—they invest personal time in remedial support, create teaching aids from local 
materials, and persist doggedly with struggling students. This aligns with global research 
emphasising that in challenging contexts, the "will" of the teacher is as critical as their 
"skill" (Wespieser & Bennett, 2021). Therefore, the most strategic target for improving 
student outcomes is not the student directly, but the professional heart of the teacher. 
 
Second, we conclude that promoting a positive school learning climate (PSLC) is the 
paramount dimension of instructional leadership in low-resource settings. Our analysis 
established a clear and compelling hierarchy, with PSLC emerging as the strongest 
predictor of commitment, far outweighing the influence of managing the instructional 
program (MIP). This finding directly refines dominant Western frameworks like 
Hallinger's PIMRS (Hallinger et al., 2025) by demonstrating that their dimensions are not 
universally co-equal; their potency is context-dependent. The qualitative data revealed this 
not as a preference but as a necessary adaptation. For principals submerged in 
administrative "triage," direct instructional management is a logistical impossibility. In this 
vacuum, fostering a climate of respect, recognition, and shared purpose becomes the most 
viable and potent leadership strategy. This positions PSLC not as a supportive function, 
but as the foundational, compensatory mechanism that unlocks teacher potential where 
other structural supports fail. 
 
Third, we conclude that systemic constraints, exemplified by the urban-rural divide, are 
not mere background noise but active forces that shape the very nature of effective 
leadership. The stark effect of school location on achievement (β = -0.774) underscores 
deep-seated inequities. However, the finding that these same constraints crippled MIP but 
did not diminish the potential for effective climate-building is highly instructive. It 
demonstrates that a principal's capacity to build a supportive climate is a universally 
accessible and resilient leadership tool, making it the most critical and equitable lever for 
change in the most challenging environments. This reinforces the argument that effective 
policy must be based on "what works here," rather than the uncritical importation of 
decontextualised models (Steiner-Khamsi, 2025). 
 
In synthesis, this research validates a model of fully mediated, climate-catalysed leadership 
influence. For a principal's directive to become a student's success, it must travel a 
relational chain of empowerment. This journey starts with the principal strategically 
nurturing a supportive school climate, which fosters strong affective commitment in 
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teachers. This commitment, in turn, becomes the engine that drives the discretionary 
efforts and resilient practices that directly elevate student achievement. For policymakers 
in similar contexts, these findings call for a radical reorientation—from training principals 
as instructional supervisors to empowering them as chief climate architects. The most 
potent investment for overcoming the global learning crisis is to invest in the relational 
core of the school, unlocking the professional dedication that is the true driver of student 
success. 
 
Recommendations 
 
The findings of this study necessitate a fundamental paradigm shift in educational 
leadership policy for Ethiopia and similar contexts. Our evidence provides a clear 
mandate: improving student achievement requires moving beyond compliance with 
imported leadership checklists and toward a systemic realignment that prioritises the 
mediated, climate-focused pathway to success. Therefore, we propose the following 
targeted recommendations for policymakers and educational leaders in low-resource 
countries. 
 
1. For national and regional policymakers: Recalibrate systems to prioritise 
climate and commitment 
 
Policymakers must act to align system-level structures with the evidence of what drives 
improvement in constrained schools. 
 
Overhaul principal performance appraisal 
Revise principal appraisal systems to heavily weight measurable indicators of positive 
school learning climate and teacher morale, using validated school climate surveys and 
evidence of supportive leadership practices. Concurrently, de-emphasise metrics tied to 
the frequency of classroom observations, which our data shows is an unreliable indicator 
of effectiveness in many settings. This shift signals a profound change in what the system 
values. 
 
Refocus leadership development 
Refocus leadership development curricula on 'climate architecture' skills such as building 
trust, recognising staff, and facilitating professional learning communities. Training on 
instructional supervision should be contextualised as a secondary skill to be deployed 
where logistically feasible, rather than the central pillar of leadership. 
 
Build a more equitable system 
Address the stark urban-rural divide by auditing and reducing principals' non-teaching 
duties, ensuring equitable allocation of basic resources, and creating strong incentives to 
attract and retain qualified staff in remote areas. 
 
Formalise distributed leadership structures 
Revise school leadership policies to formally recognise and support distributed leadership 
models. Establish clear roles and responsibilities for deputy principals, department heads, 
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and senior teachers in instructional leadership. Provide corresponding professional 
development and, where appropriate, financial incentives. Research in similar contexts 
(Ghirmai & Fessehatsion, 2023) has demonstrated that distributed leadership can 
significantly enhance teacher commitment and learning achievement when properly 
structured. 
 
2. For school principals: Embrace the role of chief climate architect 
 
Principals must undergo a strategic identity shift, from instructional supervisor to the 
primary builder of a supportive and committed professional community. 
 
Prioritise climate-building actions 
Principals should consciously and systematically dedicate their limited time and energy to 
practices that foster PSLC. This includes making staff recognition public and specific, 
holding regular forums for collaborative problem-solving, and visibly supporting teachers 
in conflicts with parents or the community. 
 
Adopt distributed leadership 
Given the impossibility of intensive, uniform instructional management, principals should 
adopt a distributed leadership approach (Ghirmai & Fessehatsion, 2023). This means 
concentrating mentoring efforts on early-career teachers while strategically delegating 
technical instructional coordination to empowered and skilled teacher leaders. By 
distributing leadership responsibilities, principals not only reduce their own administrative 
burden but also build school-wide capacity and ownership, making the school more 
resilient (Bush, 2024).  
 
3. For teacher education institutions: Prepare a resilient and contextually savvy 
workforce 
 
The foundational role of TECs must be leveraged to prepare teachers who are not only 
technically proficient but also resilient and deeply committed. 
 
Integrate contextualised pedagogy 
Core curricula must move beyond theoretical models and explicitly equip future teachers 
with the skills to thrive in resource-scarce environments. This includes practical training in 
developing low-cost teaching aids, differentiating instruction in large classes, and applying 
trauma-informed practices relevant to their communities. 
 
Foster professional ethics and commitment 
Beyond technical skills, teacher education programs must proactively foster the affective 
commitment that underpins long-term resilience. This involves articulating the teacher's 
moral purpose, developing skills for reflective practice and self-care, and building a 
professional identity that can withstand systemic challenges (Wespieser & Bennett, 2021). 
In essence, the path forward requires a unified effort to empower principals as architects 
of school climate and to ensure teachers have the contextual skills and deep commitment 
they need to succeed. When we collectively support principals in their vital role of 
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inspiring teacher dedication – which lies at the very heart of student success – we can 
write a new story for schools in low-resource contexts worldwide. This is a journey from 
outdated, top-down mandates toward a more nuanced, powerful, and context-aware 
approach to education. 
 
Limitations and suggestions for future research 
 
This study's focus on the Gedeo Zone limits generalisability. Future research should 
quantitatively test this fully mediated model in other Ethiopian regions and sub-Saharan 
African countries to assess its broader validity. 
 
While teacher commitment was identified as the critical mediator, the specific pedagogical 
acts it inspires were not extensively documented. A focused ethnographic study is needed 
to catalogue the precise "extra-mile" instructional strategies of highly committed teachers 
in low-resource settings. Furthermore, future studies should explore how district-level 
(woreda) leaders empower or hinder principals' efforts to build school climate and sustain 
teacher commitment. This wider, ecosystem-level lens is crucial to understand how to 
fully support school leaders. 
 
In conclusion, this study confirms that the most strategic investment for improving 
achievement in marginalised contexts is empowering principals to cultivate teacher 
commitment, the crucial pathway from policy to student success. 
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Appendix: Semi-structured interview and focus group discussion 
guides 
 
Data collection period: February-March 2025 
Language: Amharic (translations verified by back-translation) 
 
A.1. Principal semi-structured interview guide 
 
Introductory statement (oral): “This confidential interview explores instructional leadership 
and its impact. Your anonymity is protected. May I record?” 
 
Section 1: Defining the school mission (DSM) 

1. How do you set academic goals and vision? Who is involved? 
2. How are these goals communicated to teachers and used to guide daily instruction? 

Section 2: Managing the instructional program (MIP) 
3. Describe your approach to classroom observations and teacher feedback. 
4. How is curriculum coordinated across grades and subjects? What is your role? 
5. [Rural principals only] What are the biggest barriers to frequent observations and 

curriculum coordination? 
Section 3: Promoting a positive school learning climate (PSLC) 

6. How do you recognise good teaching and student achievement? Provide examples. 
7. How do you build shared purpose and community among staff? What makes 

teachers feel valued? 
Section 4: Leadership–commitment–achievement pathway 

8. In your view, how do your leadership practices, teacher commitment, and student 
achievement connect? 

 
A.2. Teacher focus group discussion guide 
 
Introductory statement (oral): “This confidential discussion examines school leadership, 
professional commitment, and teaching. There are no right or wrong answers.” 
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Section 1: Perceptions of instructional leadership 
1. What do principals do well to improve teaching and learning? What could be better? 
2. Are school goals communicated and relevant to your daily classroom work? 
3. [Rural schools only] What unique challenges does your principal face compared to 

town schools? 
Section 2: Sources of organisational commitment 

4. What does being a ‘committed teacher’ mean here? What makes you feel attached to 
this school? 

5. What weakens your commitment or motivation? 
6. Why do more experienced teachers often report higher commitment? What changes 

over time? 
Section 3: Instructional practices and barriers 

7. Which teaching methods are most effective for your students? Describe a recent 
successful lesson. 

8. What are the biggest obstacles to using the teaching you believe is most effective? 
Section 4: The mediated pathway 

9. How does school leadership influence your job satisfaction and teaching practices? 
10. How does a teacher’s level of commitment connect to students’ academic 

achievement? 
Note on focus group composition 

Six teachers per school (two social sciences, two natural sciences, two common 
subjects). Each FGD lasted approximately 50 minutes. 
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