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Abstract 
The challenges faced by principals in small schools are unique due to its context. Small schools which 
has less than 150 enrolments of students are mostly located in rural areas. Yet, educators are 
concerned about the ability of the principal to adapt to this context considering many limitations and 
multitasks at the same time. This paper discusses the principals’ instructional leadership practices in 
three different types of small schools which are Sekolah Kebangsaan (SK), Sekolah Jenis Kebangsaan 
Cina (SJKC) and Sekolah Jenis Kebangsaan Tamil (SJKT) in Perak state. The purpose of this preliminary, 
quantitative study was to examine how their instructional leadership practices differ in these schools. 
Through the use of a cross-sectional survey, responses made by 92 teachers from nine schools were 
compared. The Principal Instructional Management Rating Scale (PIMRS) Teacher Short Form was 
used for data collection. Findings showed that principals’ instructional leadership practices in this 
study is at moderate level. Although the principals’ instructional leadership practices level is the 
lowest for SK principals, the findings also showed that there is no significant difference in principals’ 
instructional leadership practices level among all schools. Nevertheless, the areas of significance 
identified by this study showed that despite all challenges, the principals from different types of 
schools are practicing instructional leadership at their best.  
Keywords: Educational Leadership, Instructional Leadership, Principal, Rural, Small School 
 
Introduction 
 Instructional leadership impact in Southeast Asia has become increasingly important 
(Hallinger & Bryant, 2013) ever since it became the subject of research over the last three decades. 
As an instructional leader, school principals also need to face many challenges including the need to 
compete with the 21st century learning, resulting to the “leaders dilemma” (Adams, Raman Kutty, & 
Zuliana, 2017). Thus, it is critical for a principal to understand the concept of leadership so they can 
be an efficient leader in school. To relate instructional leadership, the path-goal theory by House 
(1996) can be applied by the principals. This theory was designed to identify leader’s practiced style 
as a motivation to get subordinate to accomplish goals. It also reinforces the idea that as a school 
leader, the principals must make sure that motivation plays an important part in how a principal and 
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teacher interact. Positive interaction further brings about the intentions towards attaining school 
goals despite challenges.  
 Yet, empirical research into instructional leadership lacks similar levels of sensitivity especially 
to small school context. The complexity of small school is due to its location, challenges - 
organizational, pedagogical and managerial (Smith & Hudson, 2004) and specific limitations. High 
importance is given to effective teaching and management of small school student academic success 
despite the low number of students.  In many cases, even the principals engage in classroom teaching. 
Nevertheless, the existence of small schools is meant to provide education for primary school 
students, in line with the ‘Education for All’ policy that has been implemented by United Nation, 
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO). The ‘Education for All’ framework was 
established in 2000, and many countries have made progress towards the goals. The implementation 
of the policy is in the needs to provide education to all children, although people in the most 
marginalized groups have continued to be denied opportunities for education over the decade 
(UNESCO, 2014).  
 Researchers world-wide who pay attention to small school context has argued on how to 
define it. Many defined small school as school that is not only small in size but located in rural area 
(Bloom, Thompson, Unterman, Herlihy, & Payne, 2010; Blum, 2009; Clarke & Wildy, 2006; Gardener 
& Edington, 1982; Reeves, 2003; Southworth, 2012; Swift, 1984; Tuck, 2009). Most of the researchers 
agreed that the enrolment of students in small school are lesser than 200 (Ewington et al., 2008) or 
less than 100 (Bloom et al., 2010; Blum, 2009; Clarke & Wildy, 2006; Hargreaves et al., 2017; Tuck, 
2009). In Malaysia, The Ministry of Education has defined small school as school with under 150 
enrolments of students (Marzita & Arbain, 2013; Ministry of Education, 2007; Mohd Yusoff & Sufean, 
2013; Zakaria, 2016). Until March 2017, there are 2996 small schools in Malaysia, with 2058 are 
national primary school or Sekolah Kebangsaan (SK) Sekolah Kebangsaan (SK), 578 are vernacular 
Chinese primary school or Sekolah Jenis Kebangsaan Cina (SJKC) and 360 are vernacular Tamil primary 
school or Sekolah Jenis Kebangsaan Tamil (SJKT).  
 
Small School in Perak State 
 There are 252 small schools in Perak state, which are mostly located in palm oil or rubber 
plantation, small town and traditional village. Like most small schools in other states in Malaysia, 
small schools in Perak state are divided into three different categories based on prominent races that 
reside in the location. The three categories are SK with mostly Malay community, SJKC with majority 
from Chinese community and SJKT with mostly Indian community. Some schools have emerged 
during the British era and are still maintaining their old building that appeared to be operating for 
decades.  
 Even though the schools are located in remote or rural areas, there is no doubt that the 
existence of small schools in these areas has been taken as an important organization that helps 
develop social network with the local community. Most principals from rural area schools in Perak 
state agreed that their school location is strategic, considering that the community can get better 
access to education (Zakaria et al., 2010). Clearly, small school is needed to be an accelerant in the 
community but there are doubts whether the school can carry the role because of its 
underperformed status (Ministry of Education, 2012; Zalika, Faridah, & Mohamad Johdi, 2009) apart 
from the principal leadership factor that contributes to the status (Dolbasar, Shahril@Charil, & 
Jamal@Nordin, 2013). In addition to that, majority of small schools in Perak state are academically 
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underperformed with student’s socioeconomic factors being stated as the biggest hindrance (Azlin 
Norhaini et al., 2016). 
 
 
Instructional Leadership in Small School 
 Leadership in the context of small school is considered to be complex and need attention from 
researchers and policy makers (Clarke & Wildy, 2006; Ewington et al., 2008). This is because there 
are multiple specific challenges (Catterson, 2017) compared to other school types that need to be 
faced by small school principal as an instructional leader (Clarke & Stevens, 2014) whereby existing 
theories and concepts may not assist (Smith & Hudson, 2004). Previous studies have reported that 
principals’ instructional leadership practices in small school need to possess certain qualities as a 
school leader. Southworth (2012) in his finding noted that successful small school principal should be 
working extra hard, are positive people at all circumstances, team builders and players within small 
group of school employees, school improvers despite the size of the school and educational leaders. 
This is supported by a detailed investigation by Azlin Norhaini et al. (2016) that revealed most 
underperformed small schools in Perak state are lacking in leadership and management strategies 
which contributes to deficiency in motivation and pedagogy competencies among teachers. Perhaps 
the size and conditions of the school demands extra focus to the area of specific leadership structure 
(Catterson, 2017) or practice that can denote directly and effectively towards small school success 
and performance.  
 The principals in small schools face multiple task daily very similar to other school types 
despite leading a school of a small size. The term ‘teaching principal’ is used to describe the dual 
responsibility carried by most principal in small school whereby they need to handle administrative 
tasks as a school leader and classroom teaching duties at the same time (Clarke & Stevens, 2014). 
Small school condition also leads to small number of teachers, leaving the principal with no choice 
but to become one of the teaching team member to make sure teaching and learning runs smoothly. 
While trying to cope with this situation, it is learnt that instructional leadership is enacted by 
“teaching principals” in small rural schools who perceive that their dual role enriches their 
relationships with others, lends credibility to their teaching or leadership efforts and to structures 
within contexts that are both challenging and highly rewarding (Wallin & Newton, 2013).  
 Due to small number of students, there are small schools that practice ‘combined class 
system’. This is a system whereby for example, the Primary Two students would be combined with 
Primary Three, and Primary Four with Primary Five students, creating a ‘multi-age or multi-grade 
classroom’. Practicing ‘combined class system’ will cause teachers to adjust their pedagogy to suit 
not only different student academic level but also age. It is also a common practice in small, rural 
schools for few teachers to cover many subjects and then be engaged in after school programs (Smit, 
Hyry-Beihammer, & Raggl, 2015) subsequently adding more instructional burden to teachers and the 
“teaching principal”.  
 There is also a challenge to maintain experience teachers in small school due to high 
possibility that the teachers be offered better opportunity in urban schools (Blum, 2009; Collins, 
1999; Gardener & Edington, 1982; Lemke, 1994; Lowe, 2006; Mohd Yusoff & Sufean, 2013; Reeves, 
2003; Swift, 1984; Tuck, 2009) or brain drained to better positions in bigger organizations. In addition 
to that, there is evidence that the role of conflict in small school principal causing the principal to stay 
for short period of time (Ewington et al., 2008) resulting with frequent turnover of principal and 
teachers in small school from time to time. 
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Defining the School Mission Frames the School’s Goal 

Communicates the School’s Goal 

 
Coordinates the Curriculum 

Supervises & Evaluates Instruction 

Monitors Student Progress 

Developing the School Learning Climate 

Protects Instructional Time 

Provides Incentives for Teachers  

Provides Incentives for Learning 

Promotes Professional 
Development 

Maintains High Visibility 

Managing the Instructional Program 

 Whilst extensive research has been carried out on principals’ instructional leadership, there 
has been little data on principals’ instructional leadership practices in small school. Thus, this paper 
will provide an insight into the small school principals’ instructional leadership practices in Perak 
state. The study under discussion aims to answer the following research questions: 
Q1: What are the levels of small school principals’ instructional leadership practices in Perak state? 
Q2: Are there any significant differences between the small school principals’ instructional leadership 
practices level among SK, SJKC and SJKT in Perak state? 
Q3: What is the most practiced dimension in instructional leadership by small school principal in SK, 
SJKC and SJKT in Perak state? 
 
Conceptual Framework 
 The conceptual framework that identified the principals’ instructional leadership practices in 
this study are stated in Figure 1.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig.1. Principals’ Instructional Leadership Practices Conceptual Framework 
 
 In Figure 1, the principals’ instructional leadership practices are referred by incorporating 
three dimensions based upon the conceptual framework suggested by Hallinger, Wang, Chen, & Liare 
(2015) and Hallinger, Wang, & Chen (2013). The first dimension which is ‘defining the school mission’ 
refers to the principals’ role in determining the areas and resources in which the school will focus on. 
It consists of two sub-dimensions which are ‘frames the school’s goal’ and ‘communicates the 
school’s goal’. The second dimension, ‘managing the instructional program’ focuses on the 
coordination and control of instruction and curriculum.  
 Consists of three sub-dimensions, the second dimension is characterized by ‘coordinates the 
curriculum’, ‘supervises and evaluates instruction’ and ‘monitors student progress’. The last 
dimension, ‘developing the school learning climate’, conforms the notion that successful schools 
need the development of high standards and expectations that rewards continuous learning and 
improvement. The last dimension is defined with the most number of sub-dimensions, that are 
‘protects instructional time’, ‘provides incentives for teachers’, ‘provides incentives for learning’, 
‘promotes profesional development’ and lastly ‘maintains high visibility’. 
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Methodology 
 A quantitative cross-sectional survey was used in this study involving small schools in Perak 
state. Nine small primary schools which consist of three types namely SK (National), SJKC (Vernacular 
Chinese) and SJKT (Vernacular Tamil) were randomly selected. All schools involved are located in rural 
area.  
 A comparison was done between the schools, with 92 teachers participating as respondents. 
All teachers were assigned to fill up a set of pencil and paper questionnaire each. The principals’ 
instructional leadership practices were measured using the PIMRS Teacher Short Form which served 
as an effective instrument for the data collection with high standard reliability and internal validity 
(Hallinger & Murphy, 2013; Hallinger et al., 2015). Data were gathered using a five-point Likert scale 
in the questionnaires. Teachers were asked to what extent they agree or disagree with the items 
presented in the instruments. The items that represented individual factors were then subjected to 
a reliability analysis while the rest of the data were analyzed using the SPSS software. 
 
Findings 
 There were nine small schools with a total of 92 teachers involved in this study. All teachers 
in the small schools selected were respondents for this survey. As shown in Table 1 below, of the 92 
teachers who participated in this survey, 30.4 percent (28) of them were male, and 69.6 percent (64) 
of them were female. 
Table. 1. Respondent’s Demographic 

  (n=92) % 

School Type SK 31 33.69 
 SJKC 30 32.60 
 SJKT 31 33.69 
    
Gender Male 28 30.43 
 Female 64 69.57 

 
Instructional Leadership Practices 
 Table 2 shows the level of the principals’ instructional leadership practices in three schools. 
The mean scores for all principals showed that their instructional leadership practices was at 
moderate level. The instructional leadership practice for SK principal is the lowest (M=3.69, SD=.59) 
compared to SJKC (M=3.95, SD=.35) and SJKT (M=3.95, SD=.57). The highest dimension mean shown 
is ‘defining the school mission’ by SJKT principal (M=4.12, SD=.77) whereas the lowest dimension 
mean shown is ‘developing the school learning climate’ by SK principal (M=3.63, SD=.64). 
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Table. 2. Comparison on Means and Standard Deviations in Dimension of Instructional Leadership 

 SK SJKC SJKT 
Dimension of Instructional 
Leadership 

Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD 

Defining the school mission 3.83 .68 4.02 .36 4.12 .77 
Managing the instructional 
program 

3.65 .57 3.91 .45 4.05 .61 

Developing the school learning 
climate 

3.63 .64 3.94 .41 3.82 .57 

Overall 3.69 .59 3.95 .35 3.95 .57 

 
Defining the School Mission 
 The first dimension from instructional leadership conceptual framework shown in Figure 1 is 
‘defining the school mission’. As shown in Table 3, mean scores showed moderate level for SK 
principal (M=3,83, SD=.68) but high level for SJKC principal (M=4.02, SD=.36) and SJKT principal 
(M=4.12, SD=.77). It was found that the lowest and highest sub-dimension mean comes from ‘frames 
the school’s goals’ sub-dimension. The lowest mean for sub-dimension shown by SK principal 
(M=3.82, SD=.69) whereas the highest sub-dimension mean is shown by SJKT principal (M=4.15, 
SD=.75). 
Table. 3. Comparison of Means and Standard Deviations in Defining the School Mission Dimension 

 
Defining the school mission 

SK SJKC SJKT 
Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD 

Frames the school’s goals 3.82 .69 3.98 .35 4.15 .75 
Communicates school’s goals 3.85 .73 4.06 .46 4.09 .86 
Overall 3.83 .68 4.02 .36 4.12 .77 

 
Managing the instructional program  
 As shown in Table 4, the mean scores for second dimension ‘managing the instructional 
program’ for both SK principal (M=3.65, SD=.57) and SJKC principal (M=3.91, SD=.45) are at moderate 
level. For this dimension, it shows that SJKT principal has high level of ‘managing the instructional 
program’ with a mean score of (M=4.05, SD=.61) compared to their counterparts in other types of 
schools. It was found that the highest mean for sub-dimension is ‘supervises and evaluate instruction’ 
by SJKT principal (M=4.22, SD=.84). Whereas, the lowest sub-dimension mean is ‘monitors student 
progress’ by SK principal with (M=3.50, SD=.54). 
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Table. 4. Comparison of Means and Standard Deviations in Developing the Managing the 
Instructional Program Dimension 

 
Managing the instructional 
program 

SK SJKC SJKT 
Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD 

Coordinates the curriculum 3.75 .68 4.00 .47 4.00 .63 
Supervises and evaluate 
instruction 

3.77 .88 3.96 1.1 4.22 .84 

Monitors student progress 3.50 .54 3.80 .55 4.03 .76 
Overall 3.65 .57 3.91 .45 4.05 .61 

 
Developing the school learning climate  
 The third dimension from the instructional leadership conceptual framework shown is 
‘developing the school learning climate’. As shown in Table 5, the mean scores for principals from 
three types of school are at moderate level. The highest mean shown by SJKC principal (M=3.94, 
SD=.41), followed by SJKT principal (M=3.82, SD=.57) and lastly SK principal (M=3.63, SD=.64). The 
highest sub-dimension mean score shown for this dimension is ‘promotes professional development’ 
by SJKC principal (M=4.13, SD=.41), whereas the lowest sub dimension mean shown is ‘provides 
incentives for teachers’ by SK principal (M=3.40, SD=.77).  
Table. 5. Comparison of Means and Standard Deviations in Developing the School Learning Climate 
Dimension 

 
Developing the school learning 
climate 

SK SJKC SJKT 
Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD 

Protects instructional time 3.62 .71 3.91 .54 3.85 .63 
Provides incentives for teachers 3.40 .77 3.93 .49 3.75 .69 
Provides incentives for learning 3.67 .81 3.81 .77 3.88 .65 
Promotes professional 
development 

3.93 .60 4.13 .41 3.88 .60 

Maintains high visibility 3.61 .91 3.86 .57 3.70 .82 
Overall 3.63 .64 3.94 .41 3.82 .57 

  
 A one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) was conducted to explore the impact of the 
principals’ instructional leadership level as shown in Table 6 below. Even though there are differences 
of mean for principals’ instructional leadership levels, there was no statistically difference at the 
p<.05 level in instructional leadership scores. The magnitude of the differences in the means was very 
small (eta squared=0.24) based on (Cohen, 1988).  
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Table. 6. ANOVA table of Principal Instructional Leadership Practices 

 Sum of 
Squares 

df Mean 
Squares 

F Sig. 

Between 
Groups 

1.44 2 .72 2.66 .075 

Within Groups 24.22 89 .27   
Total 25.67 91    

 
Discussion and Conclusion 
 The purpose of this study was to investigate small school principal’s instructional leadership 
practices in Perak state. The small schools are categorized into three different types; SK (National), 
SJKC (Vernacular Chinese) and SJKT (Vernacular Tamil). There are nine schools and 92 respondents 
who were involved in this cross-sectional survey using PIMRS Teacher Short Form as instrument.  
 Results showed that overall principals’ instructional leadership practice was at moderate 
level. It means that principals in this study played an important role as instructional leader despite 
the challenges they are facing while leading small size schools. The findings support the path-goal 
theory by House (1996) that states leader’s style precisely acts as a motivator to get teachers to 
achieve school goals. Although there are differences of mean for principals’ instructional leadership 
levels, there was no statistically difference in instructional leadership practices scores. This proves 
that despite the differences in culture and language that exist according to different type of schools, 
all principals are creating a consensus and clear academic mission while implementing the ‘Education 
for All’ policy.  
 Small school principals in Perak state practicing instructional leadership conforms the success 
of small school principal qualities that is to be equally effective as an educational leader (Southworth, 
2012) despite the size of the school. It shows that small schools principal can provide facilities that 
assist teachers in many ways. For example, on-going teacher trainings, cost and funding management 
in teaching and learning, communication and counselling skills, small classroom teaching skills and 
school infrastructure sustenance. These findings also supported the views on qualified principals who 
focus on instructional leadership practices under challenging contextual conditions (Goldring, Huff, 
May, & Camburn, 2008).  
 There are three dimensions stated in instructional leadership conceptual framework in this 
study based on Hallinger et al. (2015) that are ‘defining the school mission’, ‘managing the 
instructional program’ and ‘developing the school learning climate’. The result for first dimension 
showed moderate level for SK principal but high level for SJKC principal and SJKT principal. It was 
found that the lowest and highest sub-dimension mean comes from the same sub-dimension which 
is ‘frames the school’s goals’. Setting goals and directions serves as a core practice and central 
purposes for any principal who wishes to become a successful instructional leader (Hallinger, 
Leithwood, & Heck, 2010; Sun & Leithwood, 2015) thus supporting the practice by SJKC and SJKT 
principal as an instructional leader. The school’s goal served as a tool for the principal to reach the 
school target especially in academic achievement. It is suggested that the SK principal in small school 
to pay great attention to school goal and mission in order to improve their instructional leadership 
as being practised by SJKC and SJKT principals.  
 Result for second dimension which is ‘managing the instructional program’ for both SK 
principal and SJKC principal are at moderate level. For this dimension, it shows that SJKT principal has 
higher level of ‘managing the instructional program’ mean score compared to their counterparts in 
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other types of schools. It was found that the highest sub-dimension mean is ‘supervises and evaluate 
instruction’ by SJKT principal. It is suggested for principal in small school to take advantages as a 
teaching principal to empower teaching and learning as they have direct access to their student 
academic performance. Being an instructional leader in small school also allows them to directly 
improve the quality of teaching with the opportunity of being a teaching principal. Having dual roles 
as both teachers and principals will increase principal’s ability to provide instructional leadership, 
apart from enable the principal to maintain clear focus on the need of the student (Wallin & Newton, 
2013), thus increasing the principals’ instructional leadership practice.   
 The third dimension from the instructional leadership conceptual framework shown is 
‘developing the school learning climate’. Mean scores for principals from three types of school are at 
moderate level. The highest sub-dimension mean shown for this dimension is ‘promotes professional 
development’ by SJKC principal whereas the lowest sub dimension mean shown is ‘provides 
incentives for teachers’ by SK principal. The findings suggest that the school learning climate in small 
school seem to be closely related to the teachers. Thus, it is suggested that principal in small school 
to focus on human resource which is the teachers and empowers them. Empowering the teachers 
can be done by fostering teacher’s ownership to the school and recognising the teacher’s pedagogy 
needs. More professional development for teachers need to be held so collaboration between 
principal and teachers in teaching and learning can be improved, leading to better student academic 
achievement. By giving adequate learning climate support to the teachers, it is hope that the 
deficiency in motivation and competencies among teachers as stated by (Azlin Norhaini et al., 2016) 
can be overcome. 
 Finally, the finding in this study can be interpreted with regards of the context stated. Findings 
in this study is limited to selected small schools in Perak state. More research is needed in order to 
get better understanding about principal instructional leadership in small school context, especially 
in other states. Recognizing this finding will provide a strong foundation for small school principals to 
meet the high expectations of teachers, students and the community in small school. The preparatory 
program such as the National Profesional Qualification for Educational Leaders (NPQEL) conducted 
by the Institut Aminuddin Baki under Ministry of Education should not only introduce future principal 
to research-based leadership strategies but to develop the ability to enact future principal with 
unique school and community context such as small school.  
 Despite challenges, small schools do provide ample opportunities like teacher empowerment 
and personal connection. Opportunities should be used as strength in handling challenges. Further 
research in small school context may identify factors that are affecting principals’ instructional 
leadership dimensions in preference for the leadership practices.  
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