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Abstract: Principals are the main characters in adopting and implementing change in 
schools. The purpose of this study was to analyse self-perceptions by Singaporean 
principals of their style as change agents in schools. Primary and secondary school 
principals constituted the target population. A random stratified sample (n=87) of 62 
primary level and 25 secondary level principals responded to the Change Facilitator Style 
Inventory (CFSI). This instrument developed by Hall & Rutherford (1983) was utilised to 
assess whether principals work as Responders, Managers, or Initiators to facilitate 
change. Principals identify themselves as exhibiting more behaviours associated with an 
Initiator style. A majority of principals (92%) place a medium to high emphasis on that 
change facilitator style. The behavioural dimension that received most attention by 
principals was that of structuring their own professional role in leading change in school. 
There was no difference between primary and secondary school level principals with 
regards to the three change facilitator styles. However, results revealed significant 
differences associated with gender and age. More male than female principals give 
themselves Responder attributes (p<.002;t=3.28;df=83) whereas more female than male 
principals assign themselves Initiator characteristics (p<.01;t=3.59;df=85). Finally, self-
scores attributed for emphasis on the Manager are significantly higher 
(p<.01;t=2.39;df=85) for the older group of principals.   
 

Introduction 
Principals are the main characters in adopting and implementing change in schools. They 
play key roles in planning and providing leadership for changes directed to students, 
teachers, and the school as units of change. As stated by Sergiovanni (1995), although 
principals are important and their personal visions key in focussing attention on 
educational reforms, what counts at the end of the day is pooling together the 
commitment of a variety of people who have a stake in the success of the school. 
Principals have a delicate balancing act to perform. On the one hand, they need to know 
precisely what they want for their school, but they cannot force everything on students, 
teachers, and parents. They need to take into account the realities of the stakeholders and 
allow them to have their say in shaping directions for the school and deciding on some of 
the changes required to get there. But they cannot be so detached as to leave everything 
to them. What should the principal do to help things along? What are the specific 
behaviours associated with successful change efforts?  

 
Purpose of the Study and Research Questions 

This research project was about school leadership and about identifying the kinds of 
leadership that successful principals bring to schools. It is not easy to differentiate 
between a general leadership style and a change facilitator style. What do successful 
principals stand for, and how effective are they in communicating their beliefs to 
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teachers? How do they work to facilitate change that will result in school improvement?  
Those were some of the questions that created interest in this study. The specific purpose 
was to analyse self-perceptions by principals of their style as change agents in schools. 
The following three research questions were formulated to serve as guides to the study: 
(1) How best can principals in Singapore be characterized in terms of their style to 
facilitate change in school? (2) Are there differences between primary and secondary 
level principals with regards to various specific change leadership behaviours?  (3) How 
do other ex post facto variables such as experience as a school principal, tenure as 
principal at the same school, gender, age, and academic qualifications affect self-
descriptions of change facilitator style?  
 

Procedures 
Primary and secondary school principals in Singapore constituted the target population 
for this study.  At the time of the study, there were 193 primary and 147  secondary 
school principals in this population for a total of 340 principals. Two proportionate 
samples (110 + 60) were randomly selected from this population. At first, a stratified 
random sample of 110 subjects was selected as follows: 70 from the primary level, 
proportionally from government and government-aided schools, and 40 from the 
secondary level, also proportionally from government, government-aided, and 
independent schools. After approximately twelve weeks, in an attempt to increase the 
total number of returned instruments, a second random sample of 60 subjects were also 
proportionally drawn from the primary and secondary pools of principals. At the end of 
this process, 96 principals (n=96) had responded for a 57% rate of return. The breakdown 
of subjects was as follows: 68 principals from primary level and 28 from the secondary 
level, and 44 male and 52 female principals. The average age was 49, and the average 
experience as school principal was 7 years. 

 
An adapted version of the Change Facilitator Styles Inventory (CFSI) developed by Hall 
& Rutherford (1983) was utilised to assess how principals work to facilitate change that 
will result in school improvement.  This inventory developed at the Research and 
Development Centre for Teacher Education at the University of Texas is based on 
extensive research that investigated the relationship between principal behaviours and 
successful improvements in schools (Hall et al, 1983). It contains 37 descriptors of 
school principal behaviours grouped into three change facilitator styles: R = Responders 
to change; M = Managers of change; I = Initiators of change. These descriptors of 
behaviour are distributed over 7 sub-scales: (1) Vision and goals for the school; (2) 
Structuring the school as a work place supportive of improvements; (3) Structuring 
involvement with change from members of the school community; (4) Sharing of 
responsibility for the change effort; (5) Decision-making (involvement of others, 
delegation, etc); (6) Guiding and supporting change and; (7) Structuring one’s 
professional role with regards to change leadership in the school. 
 
Participants were presented with the 37 descriptors of behaviour and, from a total of 10 
points, they were asked to distribute points among the three styles and in any 
combination (e.g. 2R-5M-3I = 10 points) to indicate the extent to which each describes 
their own behavior as a principal.  
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Results and Discussion 

The first research question asked: how best can principals in Singapore be characterized 
in terms of their style to facilitate change in school?  

 
Figure 1 shows the average scores that principals awarded themselves for the three 
change facilitator styles. The average scores for the 87 principals who responded were: 
56.44 for responders, 128.06 for managers, and 185.60 for initiators. Clearly more 
principals identify themselves as exhibiting more behaviors associated with the initiator 
style. Hall & Rutherford (1993) described the R-M-I. styles as follows: 

 
RESPONDERS place heavy emphasis on allowing teachers and others the 
opportunities to take the lead.  They believe their primary role is to maintain a 
smooth-running school by focusing on traditional administrative tasks, keeping 
teachers content, and treating students well.  Responders emphasize the personal side 
of their relationships with teachers and others.  They have a tendency toward making 
decisions in terms of immediate circumstances rather then in terms of longer-range 
instructional or school goals.  This seems to be due in part to their desire to please 
others and in part to their limited vision of how their school and staff should change 
in the future. 
 
MANAGERS represent a broader range of behaviors.  They demonstrate both 
responsive behaviors in answer to situations or people, and they also initiate actions 
in support of the change effort.  Managers work without fanfare to provide basic 
support to facilitate teachers’ use of innovation.  They keep teachers informed about 
decisions and are sensitive to teacher needs.  They will defend their teachers from 
what are perceived as excessive demands. 
 
INITIATORS have clear, decisive long-range policies and goals that transcend but 
include implementation of the current innovation.  They tend to have very strong 
beliefs about what good schools and teaching should be like and work intensely to 
attain this vision.  Decisions are made in relation to their goals for the school and in 
terms of what they believe to be best for students.  Initiators have strong expectations 
for students, teachers, and themselves.  They convey and monitor these expectations 
through frequent contact with teachers and clear explication of how the school is to 
operate and how teachers are to teach.  Initiators will be adamant but not unkind, 
they solicit input from staff and then decisions are made in terms of the goal of the 
school. 

 
Table 1 shows frequencies and percentages for the style emphasis of the 87 school 
principals. Hall & Rutherford (1983) created the following scale to determine the degree 
of relative emphasis on a particular change facilitator style depending on scores obtained 
from their instrument: very low emphasis (between 0 and 39); low emphasis (between 40 
and 136); medium emphasis (between 137 and 233); high emphasis (between 234 and 
330); very high emphasis (between 331 and 370). From Table 1, it can be seen that the 
vast majority of principals in this sample (n = 74 or 85%) describe themselves as having a 
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medium emphasis on the “initiator” style. Seven principals have a high emphasis on the 
“initiator” style. A total of 42 principals (48%) place low emphasis on the “responder” 
style. Hall & Rutherford (1983) have found that INITIATORS are more likely to be more 
successful than Manager and Responder principals; RESPONDERS are least likely to be 
associated with successful school improvement efforts.  

 
Table 2 illustrates the mean score for each specific change leadership behavior sub-scale. 
These means are then rank-ordered from the highest to the lowest. It is interesting to note 
that “structuring one’s own professional role” in leading change in school receives 
considerably more attention as a change behavior (mean = 12.35; rank = 1st). It is well 
known that principals in Singapore take center stage in their school. As Initiators, 
principals see their role as one of identifying areas in need of improvement and initiating 
action for change. As Initiators, principals take charge and implement ideas deemed to 
have high promise for school improvement. They respect the rules of MOE but determine 
for themselves what they believe to be required for maximum school effectiveness. For 
them, school priorities come first. Furthermore, Initiator principals keep constantly 
informed of all that is going on in their school through direct contact with the classroom 
in order to troubleshoot any problem that may arise. Initiators will typically sacrifice 
short-term feelings of their staff for longer-term gains for their school. 
 
The second question asked: are there differences between primary and secondary level 
principals with regards to various specific change leadership behaviors?  Figure 2 
illustrates and compares the mean overall R-M-I scores for primary and secondary level 
principals. The means are relatively similar, and statistical analysis indicated that there 
are no significant differences attributable to school level for the three change facilitator 
styles as well as for any of the seven specific change behaviors. 
 
The last research question asked: how do other ex post facto variables such as experience 
as a school principal, tenure as principal at the same school, gender, age, and academic 
qualifications affect self-descriptions of change facilitator style? The statistical analysis 
of the impact of these variables showed significant differences associated with gender 
and age. Figure 3 compares self-descriptions of change facilitator styles for women (n = 
45) and men (n = 42). As can be seen from that bar chart, with regards to scores attributed 
to the “Responder” style, male principals identified themselves with significantly more 
“Responder” attributes than female principals. When examining each sub-scale, results 
show that this the case for 5 out of 7 change behaviours (vision, structuring the school as 
a work place, structuring involvement with change, sharing of responsibility, and making 
decisions). All differences are significant beyond the .01 level of confidence. With 
regards to scores for the “Initiator” style, Figure 3 shows that female principals gave 
themselves significantly more “Initiator” attributes than male principals. Further analysis 
of results showed that these differences are significant for three categories of behaviour 
(in addition to the total score for the seven scales): decision-making, guiding and 
supporting, and structuring one’s own professional role in the school. 

 
Figure 4 compares the responses by age. Two relatively equal groups of principals were 
formed, one between 36 and 50 years of age (n = 40), and the other between 51 and 61 
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years of age (n = 47). As stated earlier, 85% of principals rated themselves with a 
medium “Initiator” emphasis. However, self-scores attributed for emphasis on the 
“Manager” style by the older group of principals (51-61 years old) are significantly 
higher than for the younger group of principals (31-50 years old). 
 

Conclusion 
Principals in Singapore schools identify themselves as Initiator change leaders. A total of 
92% of them place a medium to high emphasis on that change facilitator style. In other 
words, principals have clear goals as to what they want to change, and what they want to 
achieve in their school. They make assertive decisions in line with what they believe to 
be in the best interest of their schools’ stakeholders.  

 
Principals take center stage and emphasize their own professional role in leading change. 
In the context of the Singapore culture, it is not surprising to see principals using 
energetic take-charge strategies to push for change. This is in contrast with the change 
leadership literature (Lashway, 1997) which suggests that reform efforts ought to 
consider some form of “distributed” leadership. 
 
More male than female school principals give themselves Responder attributes, whereas 
more female than male principals give themselves Initiator characteristics. This 
somewhat concurs with an observation made by Stott & Low (2000) in their study of  
Singaporean principals to the effect that male principals are more autocratic and, on 
occasion, consultative, than female principals who describe themselves as consultative. In 
other words, more male principal would allow teachers opportunities to lead change. 
Even though “older” principals are, like all others, predominantly Initiator type leaders, 
more of them emphasize a Manager style. In other words, more of them favor a “mixed” 
approach in their response to change, and provide the basic support required. 
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Figure 1: School principals’ self-descriptions of change facilitator style 
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Table 1 
School Principals’ Change Facilitator Emphasis 
     Style Emphasis 
  Very Low Low  Medium High  Very High 
Style  (0-39)  (40-136) (137-233) (234-330) (331-370) 
 

 N     %  N     %  N     %  N     %  N     % 
 
Responders 42    48 45    52 0      0  0      0  0      0 
 
Managers 0      0  57    65 30    35 0      0  0      0 
 
Initiators 0      0   6        7 74    85 7      8  0      0 
 
 
Table 2 
School Principals’ Self-Descriptions of Change Leadership Behaviours 
 Responders Managers Initiators 
 Mean Rank Mean Rank Mean Rank 
Visioning 
 

2.14 2 3.91 3 3.94   7 

Structuring work place 
 

1.62 5 3.68 4 4.70   5 

Structuring involvement 
 

1.57 6 3.25 5 5.10   4 

Sharing responsibility 
 

1.77 4 2.80 7 5.41   2 

Decision making 
 

1.44 7 3.23 6 5.26   3 

Guiding and supporting 
 

1.98 3 3.92 2 4.09   6 

Structuring own professional role 
 

2.18 1 7.34 1 12.35   1 
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Figure 2: Self-descriptions of change facilitator styles: Comparison by school level 
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Figure 3: Self-descriptions of change facilitator styles: Comparison by gender 
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Figure 4: Self-descriptions of change facilitator styles: Comparison by age 
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