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Introduction
To take administrative responsibilities successfully
requires the principal’s leadership quality or effective
leadership. The principal of a school is the one who
designs and develops an atmosphere in which teachers
and administrators are able to actualize their career
development and students their potential. This
atmosphere is the main part of that which is referred to as
cultural leadership. The major elements of a school
culture are:

● surroundings: the utilities and facilities of the
school;

● atmosphere: how teachers and administrators feel
about the school as a workplace;

● framework: the school administrative hierarchy
and the structure of the programme;

● environment: neighbourhood schools as
competitors, and institutions in the society as
customers.

An organization’s leader is the creator of the
organizational culture. The personal characteristics and
attributes have a direct influence on the above four
elements of a school culture, especially on its atmosphere.
Now that the principal is the culture creator and shaper,
the qualities required of the principal include personal
characteristics and leadership attributes. 

Effective Principals
Leadership effectiveness as a cultural aspect is a new
research field in Singapore. At the Principals’ Conference
held in August 1993 in Singapore, educators discussed
the topic of “Effective Principals”. Some personal
characteristics and attributes, as shown in Table I, are
found to be essential for effective principals in schools in
Singapore.

A survey and a series of interviews of school
administrators to further the research on leadership
effectiveness have yielded subsequent results that are
shown in Table II. It is worth pointing out that the
attributes listed in Table I are derived from the
discussions among school principals, whereas those
attributes in Table II are from the point of view of school
administrators, mostly heads of departments. Based on a
review of the nine attributes and characteristics in Table I
and the 21 attributes in Table II that make effective
principals, an analysis of attributes shows three features,
described below.

Predominant Attributes
Studies show that the most effective principals possess
such attributes as “assertive”, “authoritative”,
“competitive” and “stubborn”. These attributes are
characteristic of the cultural setting in Singaporean
schools where teachers and administrators show respect
for their principals who are expected to have strong
characteristics such as demonstrated assertiveness,
independent-minded and so forth. Comparatively, the
least effective principals are the ones who are “more
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Attributes and characteristics

Assertive
Aggressive
Authoritative
Competitive
Stubborn
Independent-minded
Unconventional
Emphasizes productivity
More considerate and adaptable

Source: Lim Soon Tze of Curriculum Development
Institute of Singapore

Table I. Effective Principals
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humble, mild, accommodating, easily led and conforming,
more submissive and dependent”[1]. It is characteristic of
Singaporean principals to be “authoritative”.

Most Agreed-on Attributes
It is found in interviews that there is a consensus among
interviewees on the following attributes: willing to
assume and accept responsibilities for successes as well
as failures, adaptable to situations, assertive, and
competitive. Interestingly enough, these characteristics
are in agreement with the findings of researches in the
West undertaken by Yukl[2], Gardner[3] and
Rodrigues[4], who have found that these attributes are
essential for effective leaders of organizations in the West.

Other Attributes
Although many of the attributes in Table I and Table II
are overlapping, most of the interviewees point out that
neither of the two lists is inclusive and that while the list
of attributes in Table I is more relevant to principals of
younger generations who are more aggressive,
competitive and unconventional, the list of attributes in
Table II has a greater coverage of generations. Principals
of older generations tend to be confident, considerate,
reality-centred and traditional/conservative. Some
principals who are very effective do not necessarily
appear competitive. Rather, they do not value competition
very much. They do not want to compete with their
colleagues and with neighbourhood schools which are
competitors. They just do their best to make their schools
attractive. They are very perseverant and considerate,
showing kindness and understanding to their
subordinates who in turn feel satisfied to work with these
truly genuine leaders. Some interviewees emphasize that
certain attributes in Table I, such as aggressive and
stubborn, carry a negative notion but in practice they are
effective. Many interviewees express that among
successful principals the outstanding ones are those who
are gifted in human understanding: sometimes they are
exacting and domineering, sometimes they are tolerant
and lenient. 

Areas where Singaporean Principals Need to
Improve
Because of the centrally controlled leadership from the
Ministry of Education (MOE) down, Singaporean
principals have a much higher level of being strong
willed, loyal, task-oriented and conservative.

A Strong Will
In the Singaporean setting, where parents and community
are very demanding, principals are very much concerned
about productivity, namely, high percentage of students’
passes; of distinctions; of promotion/college going rates,
especially when confronted with the ranking system of
schools. A strong will, as suggested by Fong[5], is the
most important core attribute with quality of resolution in
carrying out the school’s mission and in realizing the
school’s vision. 

Being Unconventional 
Given more autonomy and authority by the MOE from
the early 1990s in leading their schools, the principals are
expected by the MOE as well as school administrators to
be less conservative and more unconventional for
students’ personal development, staff ’s professional
development and programme development. This requires
the quality of inspiring the staff for them to follow the
principal. To be domineering will make teachers and
administrators get things done, following the principal’s
instruction. Principals demand subordinates’
unquestionable obedience to authority. Because the effect
of autocracy requests compliance instead of commitment,
the quality of jobs done by subordinates is often
measured by quantity rather than quality, hence it is not
enough to give orders only, but to provide instruction and
explanation. Also, to be unconventional needs courage in
front of danger and chance. They have a relatively low
level of courage when taking personal risks. Embedded in
the Eastern culture, being less bold in taking personal
risks and in taking advantage of chances is characteristic
of Singaporeans. Since the Singaporean educational
system is more closely linked to the national economic
development that depends on schools to produce a
workforce with modern knowledge and traditional
values, and with potential leadership qualities to assume
leading positions in organizations, courage is no doubt a
predominant quality possessed by an effective principal
in setting the school culture for the fulfilment of the
above-mentioned tasks. 

Reality-centred Leadership 
The majority of school administrators interviewed
consider reality-centred leadership as a crucial quality
required of a principal.

In his article “What Makes a Good School?”[6], Theodore
Sizer, former Dean of Harvard University Graduate
School of Education, states that “Good schools reflect

A principal’s attributes from subordinates’ point of view

Willingness to accept Justified confidence
responsibilities Perseverant

Assertive Considerate
Strong will Stamina
Reality-centred Trust
Competitive Honest
Moral courage Inspiring
Intelligent Professional competence
Adaptable to situations Loyal
Domineering Understanding
Independent Traditional/conservative

Table II. Leadership Attributes
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their communities … (they are) responsive and respectful
toward the needs of the students and the priorities of the
community”. Because communities are characteristic of
unity and diversity, culturally, principals, under the
school’s mission, need to develop a collective vision of
where they want their schools to go. Schools in Singapore
have closely-knit communities and high parental
expectations in this centrally controlled educational
system. In a city state like Singapore, the needs of the
students and the priorities of the community are in
concert with those of the nation, which include:

● how to produce students with high academic
performance to meet potential employers’
requirements;

● how to lower drop-out rates as advocated by Prime
Minister Goh Chok Tong at the Third National
Day Rally speech on 15 August 1993;

● how to raise promotion rates from primary to
secondary, secondary to junior college, and to
institutions of higher education, both in Singapore
and abroad;

● for each school, how to compete to maintain the
status quo or even to aim at higher status in the
ranking system;

● how to utilize information technology to help
teachers provide more effective instruction that
will enhance learning and to help administrators
to perform more effectively and efficiently in
administration; 

● how to design programmes aimed at developing
students’ personal qualities and preparing
potential leaders to assume leading positions in
organizations in this society.

All this, together with the fast social change and rapid
economic development in Singapore, demands strong
school leaders and necessitates an ever-increasing range
of school principals’ responsibilities, evidence of which
can be seen from the Principal’s Handbook prepared by
the MOE, that has been thickening yearly. Principals have
to lead the faculty in carrying out their collective
responsibilities, taking students’ needs and national
priorities seriously and constantly re-evaluating their
programmes in their effort of reaching the chosen vision.

Conclusion 
The most effective Singaporean principals are those who
possess such characteristics and attributes as “willing to

accept responsibilities”, “adaptable to situations”,
“authoritative”, “competitive”, “considerate”, “stubborn”,
and “reality-centred”. These attributes are outstanding
among the ones listed in the profiles in Table I and Table
II which display characteristics in common among
successful principals in Singapore. Although these
attributes have been identified as essential for effective
principalship in Singapore, the findings in this article are
not inclusive and need to be proved by further empirical
research.

“Leadership is often the key difference between schools
that work and those that don’t”[7]. It is the leadership
quality measured by effectiveness that will stand a
principal in good stead.
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