45| Page

Transforming Head of Panel Leadership in Malaysian Primary Schools:
Strategies and Implications for Educational Effectiveness

Zaliza Md Yasin!, Dr. Muhammad Faizal A. Ghani?* and Dr. Norfariza Mohd Radzi?
*Corresponding author

Abstract

The transformation of leadership among Heads of Panels (HoPs) in Malaysian primary
schools is vital for strengthening educational effectiveness. This study examines leadership
succession strategies and their impact on school performance, teacher professional growth and
student achievement. In an increasingly dynamic educational landscape, effective HoP
leadership catalyzes fostering collaborative learning environments and sustaining academic
excellence. A well-designed succession plan ensures leadership continuity, minimizes
disruptions in instructional management and promotes sustained capacity building among
educators. This study identifies critical factors influencing the transformation of HoP
leadership, including targeted training, structured mentorship programs and active stakeholder
engagement. The findings reveal that systematic leadership preparation enhances the adaptive
capacity of HoPs, equipping them to navigate both pedagogical and administrative challenges
more effectively. Moreover, stakeholder involvement particularly from teachers, parents and
local communities, fortifies leadership implementation and ensures alignment between
educational policies and school-level needs. The study highlights the pressing need for policy
interventions to institutionalise leadership development and succession planning in Malaysia’s
primary education system. By integrating comprehensive leadership training programmes and
promoting inclusive school governance, education policymakers can build a sustainable
leadership framework that enhances resilience and instructional quality at the school level. This
study contributes to the scholarly discourse on educational leadership by emphasising the
pivotal role of HoPs in driving school transformation. Future research is encouraged to adopt
longitudinal approaches to evaluate the sustained effectiveness of leadership strategies and to

promote continuous advancement in leadership practices.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Educational leadership is an essential element in the improvement of teaching and learning (T&L)
especially at the primary school level as it determines both the success of T&L processes, students'
achievements and schools development (Bush et al., 2018; Kemethofer et al., 2022; Khalip Musa &
Rofidah Mohd Nasir, 2018; Leithwood et al., 2020). In Malaysia, leadership at the primary school level
is normally referred to as the principal or headmaster (Adawati Suhaili et al., 2021; Norliza Samad et
al., 2022; Sukor Beram et al., 2022). Yet, as school administration becomes ever more complex
distributed leadership has become the prevailing approach to school management with Heads of Panels
(HoPs) directly assisting in supporting teachers and managing pedagogy and promoting professional
learning communities (Edwards-Groves et al., 2016, 2019; Koh, 2018; Thorpe & Tran, 2015; Tournier
et al., 2023). Moving up the hierarchy then, HoP is a middle leader (ML) between senior leadership and
classroom teachers and are accountable for a more coherent approach in both curriculum delivery and
teaching effectiveness (Bennett et al., 2007; Edwards-Groves et al., 2019; Edwards-Groves &
Grootenboer, 2021; Grootenboer et al., 2019; Gurr & Drysdale, 2013; Kahila et al., 2020; Zaliza Md
Yasin et al., 2024). The leadership capacity of HoPs is important to sustain a high-performing education
system, but there are very few examples of progress or impact on their development.

One very important part of stable school governance is the ability to plan for leadership succession.
Furthermore, an effective leadership transition promotes minimal disruptions and institutional stability
which in turn resulted for the continuity of educational reforms (Fusarelli et al., 2018). Yet the process
of investing HoPs in Malaysian primary schools is underdeveloped and many educators accede to
leadership positions without being prepared for them or provided structured mentorship (Armugam et
al., 2019; Fusarelli et al., 2018). Indeed, from the findings of this research professional development
programs focusing on HoPs are warranted to develop the core capabilities in leadership such as
instruction supervision, teacher mentoring and working collaboratively with stakeholders (Bush, 2008;
Gurr & Drysdale, 2013; Kim Peng et al., 2020; Tapala, 2019). Without this foundation, it can hinder the
ability of HoPs to implement school policies effectively as instructional quality and professional
development initiatives may be inconsistent (Norliza Samad et al., 2022). It posits that effective
transformation of leadership in the HoP will depend on a more strategic training period, organized career
progression and policy nudges to ensure professional development requirements are built into
educational systems.

Furthermore, one of the key roles that HoPs play is in pushing school improvement agendas. The
available studies suggest that effective middle leadership is associated with increased teacher
engagement more favorable student outcomes and enhanced organizational coherence (Esquer, 2022;
Highfield et al., 2024; Highfield & Rubie-Davies, 2022). HoPs should not be “policy-police” but operate
beyond administration further, to mentoring novice teachers, leading professional learning networks and
championing a culture of continuous improvement (Bush, 2023; De Nobile et al., 2024; Héreginé Nagy
et al., 2024; Joshua, 2007; Koh, 2018; Tang et al., 2023). This leads to the ambiguity of their roles as
HoPs face difficulty in balancing between instructional leadership and administration duties (De Nobile,
2017; Kamrulshahrizat Muhamad Razali & Khalip Musa, 2024; Norliza Samad et al., 2022; Paul Nwati
et al., 2020; Sukor Beram et al., 2022). Systemic targeted leadership training and professional learning
opportunities for HoPs can enable education authorities to develop and maintain capable HoP
instructional leaders, enhancing the overall school leadership capacity.

This study investigates leadership succession in the middle tier of a hierarchical school system in
Malaysia and thereby draws implications for instructional leadership to improve educational
effectiveness. Based on the examination of authorities in relation to best practice in leadership
development and succession planning, this paper offers an insight what should primary schools do
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further in Malaysia, as far as leadership is concern, towards sustaing leadership, develop a learning
organisational culture therefore increasing performance. The discussion will focus on what it takes for
policymakers and education practitioners to work together in support of leadership transformation,
including professional development investments, mentoring models and stakeholder buy in. This study
has therefore added value to the wider debate on educational leadership by analysing it in a
comprehensive manner, focusing particularly on middle level of leadership which constitutes pivotal
layer for shaping the future of primary education in Malaysia.

2. THE CRITICAL NEED FOR SUCCESSION PLANNING IN PRIMARY SCHOOL
LEADERSHIP

Sustainable school governance means that school business is conducted in such as way as to give schools
and their educational programs, including leadership succession, stability even when individual
personnel may change (Aravena, 2022; Fusarelli et al., 2018; Hargreaves & Fink, 2006; Ritchie, 2020).
Traditionally, succession planning in Malaysia has centred on principals and senior administrators
(Roselena Mansor & Mohd Izham Mohd Hamzah, 2015). MLs such as HoPs have often been
overlooked HoPs (Kim Peng et al., 2020; Norliza Samad et al., 2022). Given the expanded roles of HoPs
to oversee curriculum implementation, teacher supervision and instructional quality, it is essential that
a succession strategy be implemented which prepares them for changes in leadership (Rothwell, 2015).

Moreover, a well-constructed and sustainable system of succession planning for school leaders
guarantees continuity, avoids disruptions in the management practices of a school and elevates
educational proficiency (Rhodes & Brundrett, 2006). Similar studies indicate that schools taking a
proactive stance in leadership succession planning show greater teacher motivation, student outcomes
and organizational coherence (Fusarelli et al., 2018; Karen, 2023). Lack of formal leadership pathways
can result in uncertainty about roles, poor leader judgment and loss of organizational effect performance
(Baker et al., 2019; Linscott, 2011).

In line with this, the Malaysia Education Development Plan (PPPM) 2013-2025 particularly highlights
the National Professional Qualification for Educational Leaders (NPQEL), as well as other structured
professional development programs that can espouse leadership preparedness in presence of ambitious
and customized demands on leaders themselves to support this change (MoE, 2013). The focus of these
programs is on pre-service principals, but HoP leadership preparation programmes have yet to be
developed in a systemic way (Kavanagh, 2020; Kavanagh et al., 2021; Koh, 2018; Larusdottir &
O’Connor, 2017; Lipscombe et al., 2021). HoPs act as the instructional leaders of their schools, therefore
developing HoP leadership capacity is crucial for systemic educational leadership to be effective and
sustainable (Grootenboer, 2018).

Figure 1: Retirement Projections of School Leaders (2014-2025)
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As shown in Figure 1, more than 7,957 school leaders in Malaysia will be retiring by 2025 (MoE, 2013).
A succession plan to install good leaders is necessary for effective and continued leadership (Roselena
Mansor & Mohd Izham Mohd Hamzah, 2015). Additionally, this process should consider HoPs to a
leadership pipeline, equipped with added responsibilities. Collins (2013), Roselena Mansor and Mohd
Izham Mohd Hamzah (2015) and Zaliza Md Yasin and Mohd Izham Mohd Hamzah (2017), noted that
rarity in qualified candidates is a big challenge faced by the modern day leader appointing entities today.
Only 55% of school leaders have had any kind of preparation or induction training in their first three
years in these roles (MoE, 2013), which is hardly conducive to the challenges that leadership brings.
This means that HoPs need bespoke leadership training if they want to progress to leadership roles
higher up in their department.

According to Rhodes and Brundrett (2006), a notable number of countries have school leader shortages
with the difficulties of leading schools largely affecting Canada, Australia, New Zealand and United
States. These challenges, are well documented but overlooked solutions. Hargreaves et al. (2003)
similarly argued that insufficient research remains about school systems' planning and management of
leadership transitions. This gap raises concerns because strong leadership in schools has been shown to
affect student outcomes, teacher effectiveness, and school working conditions (Dani€ls et al., 2019;
Harris et al., 2019; Robinson et al., 2008; Youngs, 2011).

Yet studies also indicate that the roles of school leaders including HoPs evolve to more complex and
demanding level (Adawati Suhaili et al., 2021; Boyce & Bowers, 2016; Ghamrawi, 2010; Koh et al.,
2011; Peters-Hawkins et al., 2018) which subsequently causes a decrease would-be HoP candidates
(Peters-Hawkins et al., 2018; Zepeda et al., 2012). Given the increasing concern for school leadership
quality, it is essential to examine the policies and practices of replacing leaders (Rothwell, 2010) and
managing succession capacity effectively (Zepeda et al., 2012).This planning process should include
pathways to prepare HoPs for the support they will provide new school leaders. Bassett (2016), Malinga
et al. (2021), Ng and Chan (2014), Nurnazahiah Abas and Ramli Basri (2019) as well as Roselena
Mansor (2015) also reiterated the option of preparing formal new school leaders should be considered
to address some of these adaptation challenges as those potential leadership may improve with
systematic preparation programs which will aid in building their knowledge, skills of practice and
attributes necessary for effective leadership.
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Studies show that effective schools require school leaders to participate in multiple leadership training
programs before they take up their posts (Male, 2006; Ng & Szeto, 2016). HoPs should also get such
kind of knowledge sharing and trainings so that they are capable to effectively contribute and support
lead transition. For example, succession planning regarding school leaders is a necessary condition for
delivering quality education and can extend to HoPs (Bush, 2008; Male, 2006; Peters-Hawkins et al.,
2018). The changing workforce trends also highlight the importance of succession planning and
management for school leaders whose roles have been extended to include more instructional
leadership, whilst managing functions continue within school management (Peters-Hawkins et al.,
2018; Pounder & Merrill, 2001; Zaliza Md Yasin & Mohd Izham Mohd Hamzah, 2017). In particular,
they have prioritised HoPs who play a critical role in supporting school leaders to provide continuity of
leadership and uphold educational outcomes.

Boyce and Bowers (2016), Fuller and Young (2009) and Rangel (2018) found that low retention rates
among school leaders can be attributed to several factors, including accountability pressure, the
increasing complexity of the role, lack of support from educational centers and insufficient
compensation. Gates et al. (2006) and Wahlstrom et al. (2010) found that schools experience frequent
leadership turnover, with a new leader every three to four years on average. This frequent turnover
adversely impacts school culture and student achievement. In the United States, the average tenure of
school leaders ranges from 3.5 to 5 years (Fuller & Young, 2009; Torres, 2020). Therefore, it is important
that organisations have succession planning strategies in place to ensure new leaders are able competent
in their new roles and to continue with what the former leaders started (Rothwell, 2010). HoPs have a
role to play in this, supporting the transition of leadership and mentoring new school leaders.

Elaborating further on the shortage of school leaders, Collins (2013), Earley (2002), Gunter (2012) and
Kaparou and Bush (2015), highlighted that the National College for School Leadership's succession
planning strategy in England was crafted to deal with this issue. And this is one that underscores the
importance of educational organizations carefully planning and managing how they choose to place
people in leadership positions. The diminishing supply of skilled school leaders means the quality and
longevity of leadership is critical. Given this, leadership transformation among HoP should be a part of
all future leadership succession plans to enable them to help and carry out new educational policies in
an effective way.

3. ROTHWELL’S THEORY (2010) AND ITS APPLICATION IN HEAD OF PANEL
LEADERSHIP TRANSFORMATION

Effective leadership succession is a critical component in sustaining educational effectiveness,
particularly in the context of Malaysian primary schools. Rothwell's Theory (2010) describes three core
components of succession planning as forward identification, systematic competency development and
ongoing mentoring support. These are the principles to guide transformation in HoP leadership ensures
school leadership continues to be adaptive and responsive to educational imperatives.

A systematic framework must underpin any strategic approach HoP leadership succession. There are
various key strategies that schools need to be implementing like:

1. Identify Potential Candidates: Recognition of top performing educators through performance-
based evaluations and leadership assessments that demonstrated strong instructional leadership
skills.

2. Define Training Programs: Create professional learning systems with targeted leadership
competencies, such as conflict resolution, instructional leadership, and advanced teacher
evaluation training.

3. Cadre Networks for Mentorship and Coaching: Creating a formal cadre mentoring program
led by seasoned Heads of Procurement who help educate new or future leaders while passing
down lessons learned on leadership.
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4. Collaborative Leadership Models: Promoting examples of collaborative decision-making
structures which offer opportunities for HoPs to participate in the formation of school-wide
policies and educational enhancement.

In leadership transitions, the Rothwell (2010) mid-level theory of succession planning and management
has been used extensively in studying leadership transitions across sectors including education. This
illustrates a valuable framework for developing and managing HoPs cognitive leadership succession
programs in the primary school level (Zepeda et al., 2012). Succession planning is critical to minimizing
disruption of the ongoing school operations and reducing uncertainty in light of transitioned leadership.

Central to this theory is the participation of top management support in the leadership succession
process. School leadership teams and policy makers should detect these mistakes, then seek out and
develop future HoPs who will be fully supported by their institution so they can do the job properly. If
succession planning does not have the strong backing of senior leaders, then it may lack the
sustainability necessary for leadership development.

One of the fundamental premises of Rothwell's Theory (2010) is that succession planning should be
done to meet an organisation's key leadership needs efficiently. This emphasizes the need
preidentify potential HoPs in trade schools and provide them with targeted professional
development well before taking on roles as school leaders (Merenkov et al., 2019; Roselena
Mansor, 2015; Youngs, 2011). When vacancies occur, transitions should be seamless to prevent
leadership vacuums from negatively affecting school performance. While relating to the
development of HoP leadership, all eight characteristics detailed as effective succession
planning by Rothwell (2010) in Figure 2 are represented.

Characteristics of Effective Succession Planning

Focused Attention and Dedicated Responsibility |

Systematic Leadership Development |

Periodic Candidate Assessments |

Defined Roles in Identifying and Preparing Successors |

Specialized Development Programs |

Mentorship and Coaching Support |

Developmental Questioning and Quality Assurance |

nnnnnnn 2

Competency Identification and Enhancement |

Future Horizon International Journal of Social Sciences and Educational Research
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1. Focused Attention and Dedicated Responsibility: HoPs should be given clear roles and
responsibilities in succession planning, ensuring that leadership transitions are well-managed
and aligned with school goals.

2. Systematic Leadership Development: A structured approach to leadership training is essential
to prepare HoPs for higher leadership responsibilities when necessary.

3. Periodic Candidate Assessments: Regular evaluations of leadership competencies ensure that
HoPs are meeting expectations and are adequately prepared for advancement.

4. Defined Roles in Identifying and Preparing Successors: HoPs should actively participate in
mentoring and training emerging leaders within the school system.

5. Specialized Development Programs: Leadership training should include workshops,
professional learning communities, and knowledge-sharing sessions to enhance leadership
competencies.

6. Mentorship and Coaching Support: Strong mentorship structures provide ongoing guidance
and support, allowing HoPs to navigate leadership challenges effectively.

7. Developmental Questioning and Quality Assurance: Encouraging reflective leadership
practices and maintaining high standards in leadership performance contribute to continuous
improvement.

8. Competency Identification and Enhancement: Regular competency assessments help
identify areas for improvement, guiding professional development initiatives that strengthen
HoP leadership effectiveness.

A well-developed HoP succession strategy can contribute to the synergistic delivery of primary school
leadership more generally. Strategic planning and implementation of leadership transitions help to
ensure consistency in educational leadership while strengthening teacher learning opportunities and
student outcomes. In addition, with a proactive approach to leadership development in place, a school
can create an ethos of ongoing personal improvement that marks out HoPs as major architects of
pedagogy and whole-school improvement.

Changing HoP leadership in Malaysian primary schools requires a research-based Approach Rothwell's
Theory (2010) offers a strong model for creating leadership succession plans that are designed to prepare
prospective HoPs so they are properly equipped to adapt in the ever changing landscape of school
leadership. Through proactive leadership development, formalized training and ongoing mentorship,
schools can develop a deep pipeline of effective leaders, strengthening educational excellence and
institutional sustainability for years to come.

4. TRANSITION AND CHALLENGES IN HEAD OF PANEL LEADERSHIP IN PRIMARY
SCHOOLS

This transition in leadership roles and the challenges faced by HoP in Malaysian primary school are
central to the School Leadership Replacement Plan. The movement into leadership occurs in an
essentially disabling way, as Bridges (2009) has indicated. HoPs coming into post have to manage the
transition from teaching to management, begin their role in the frontline of institutional leadership and
take ultimate responsibility for everything, including success or failure. This shift of roles, supported
by Teunissen and Westerman (2011) and the stressing adaptation also considering greater
responsibilities, contributes to perfecting leaders. A study by Paese and Mitchell (2006) in Europe, Asia,
North America and South America discovered that the improvement of executives is expected based on
scarce early preparation for their upcoming tasks. Therefore, they advocate that HoPs receive formal
induction and leadership development to better equip them for such rigours. This preparation is essential
as the role of the HoP, according to the below Figure 3, is at the heart of receiving leadership effectively
and making sure pedagogical practices in primary schools sustain.
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Figure 3: Leadership Development Pathways
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i. The Importance of Training and Preparation for HoP Leadership

HoPs are new to leadership, so effective training is a necessity. Training “is a planned effort by an
organization to facilitate employees' learning of job-related competencies,” according to Noe (2008).
This is absolutely critical for HoPs who need to be able to manage,lead and also have the greatest level
of subject knowledge about their area. A number of HoPs face obstacles to operate well if not prepared
properly (Bush & Jackson, 2002; Du Plessis & Eberlein, 2018; Kamrulshahrizat Muhamad Razali &
Khalip Musa, 2024; Kim Peng et al., 2020). Research by Rosenfeld et al. (2009) in Australia and
Murphy (2011) in New Zealand suggested that the training needs to be tailored for HoPs when they are
newly appointed in order to complete leadership tasks in a proficient manner. But there is often very
few formal training opportunities for HoPs and as a result they are generally not well prepared to manage
the very complex dimensions of management such posts (Adawati Suhaili et al., 2020; Bassett & Shaw,
2018; Norliza Samad et al., 2022; Zaliza Md Yasin et al., 2024). Consequently, the HoP leadership will
not be successful and there will be no smooth change for primary school in leading without a structured
training framework.

ii. Experience and Preparation in the HoP Role

Bassett and Shaw (2018) noted that in some cases, HoP experience as an assistant to the head
enabled them to better prepare for their roles. Yet, a lack of formality or depth in the preparation
may limit them from performing at their full potential. In South Africa, for example, there is no
formal training or preparation programs available to many HoPs before assuming their roles (Du
Plessis & Eberlein, 2018; Jaca, 2018). Several educators inevitably also depend on prior teaching
experience or graduate assistant positions. This underlines the importance of a structured,
thorough training plan to ensure that HoPs are trained to subsequently support and navigate the
leadership succession.
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iii. The Need for Formal Training and Ongoing Support

Ng and Chan (2014) in Hong Kong also consider HoPs, and not the least inadequately trained ones, as
these are leant upon for their management and leadership competencies. Equally, Ribbins (2007) and
Thorpe and Bennett-Powell (2014) in the UK counter the impression that great teaching equals good
leadership. And while some HoPs may shine in a teaching role, they can also be disastrous when it
comes to managing due to the simple fact that no one trained them how. It is, thus, important to ensure
a structured input in the form of a planned and comprehensive longitudinal training of all HoPs designed
to equip them with appropriate leadership skills which will enable them implement school leader
succession plan effectively.

iv. Effective Leadership through Collaboration and Joint Learning

Leadership development is about one thing such as working with others, leaning on them for support
and then rising to meet the challenge. Murphy (2011) explores HoPs in New Zealand and reveals that
many of them work to be good leaders by taking professional development courses, by seeking out
mentorship from more senior HoPs or HODs and working within clusters of schools in order to network
with one another. Such a learning community is crucial for strengthening our HoP leadership, and it
will help support and provide stability in the school leadership succession plan.

v. Successful Leaders: Essential Skills and Knowledge

To be an effective HoP, it is critical to possess a blend of leadership, management and subject-specific
expertise. Research evidence shows that HoPs who manage to overcome leadership challenges mainly
do so by demonstrating capacity in the managerial dimension of their roles, and subject expertise (Floyd,
2009; Irvine, 2017; Irvine & Brundrett, 2019; Jaca, 2018). HoPs possessing the correct skill set and
understanding is crucial not only for their personal success but also in the wider context of a school
leadership replacement plan.

5.IMPLICATIONS FOR THE MALAYSIAN EDUCATION SYSTEM FROM THE PLANNING
ASPECT

The process of strategizing a plan to hand over primary school heads in Malaysia has profound
implications on the ethos of the country's education system. The leadership HoP, in this context, is vitally
important in effectively and efficiently managing the processes by which leadership transition strategies
are brought into play within schools. The HoP is not just a deputy to principal but as one who is the
change agent in leading teacher and student centered pedagogical changes. Having strong leadership
skills suggests that the HoP would therefore guarantee continuity and sustainability in school leadership,
strengthening the status of primary education as the foundation on which educational transformation
was built in Malaysia.

To have an impactful school-based leadership succession plan, one incorporates veteran wisdom that
validates developmental models of school leadership; however, balanced with expert perspectives to
also prepare leaders for the future trends in education today. In this regard, the Institute Aminuddin Baki
(IAB) should cooperate aggressively with universities locally and abroad to uplift-admin schools
leaders. Making available specialized courses at various top line institutions will proof read the HoPs
with depth of knowledge and basic competencies of leadership. Building academic-industry
partnerships are important not only to hone the leadership skills of HoPs but also to empower them with
better institutional backing for the school principals.
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Continuous review and the identification of aspiring leaders is therefore imperative to create a proactive
and agile school leadership succession strategy. This approach is also itself built on the fact that instead
of post-event (reactive) appointments, we systematically train school leaders for the job so all are
prepared when they arrive. MoE and IAB to organize stringent selection exercises on the qualifications,
experience and quality of leadership among educators. Furthermore, collaboration between the
Malaysian School Principals Council and MoE through structured forums, leadership workshops, and
policy dialogues is crucial recognized as the avenues for insights sharing of experienced school leaders.
The engagement of HoPs in such professional development work would enrich the range and quality of
the ideas that they bring to school leadership succession planning, together with their much-needed
critical voices.

6. CONCLUSION

In conclusion, a forward-looking and well-organised school leadership succession system is essential to
ensuring the future education leaders in Malaysia companiesmainstreaming knowledge of leading
schools. This succession framework will succeed if the leadership of HoPs in primary schools is assured,
as they are leveraged to contributes to institutional change, cultural enhancement and academic
excellence. When the District Education Office, State and Ministry of Education, Institute of Teacher
Education align towards a unified purpose to conduct such operations in in effect school leadership
succession planning a sustainable systematic approach. This in return will sustain a quality and
sustainable education system for Malaysia. To succeed in the long term and to consolidate its position
as aregional leader in educational quality, Malaysia must invest heavily in HoP leadership development.
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