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ABSTRACT
Based on the premise that leadership needs to be understood within the context in which it is
exercised, the study reported in this thesis aimed to develop an understanding of leadership at
the primary school level in remote regions in Bhutan. It examined the historical background
and recent developments in relation to, primary school leadership in Bhutan. It also investigated
the current concerns faced by primary school leaders and the strategies adopted by them in
order to deal with those concerns. Review of the school leadership literature indicated that this
literature has been dominated by perspectives generated from Western and developed
countries. At the same time, there has been a dearth of research and associated literature relating
to leadership at the individual school level in remote contexts. Similarly, only a limited research
base exists on school level leadership in developing countries. This thesis reports a study
undertaken as one attempt to address those deficits.
The theoretical underpinning of the study was interpretivism. Qualitative methods of
data collection including semi-structured interviews, document analysis and unstructured nonparticipant observations, were used. Maximum variation selection and purposive selection of
participants were used for the selection of schools and participants. The latter comprised of
principals and teachers who chaired school committees. Data were analysed using grounded
theory methods of data analysis, specifically the use of constant comparison through open
coding. The ‘open-coded’ data were then analysed using the ‘analytic induction’ technique.
The outcomes of the study suggest that, starting from 1961, Bhutan expanded primary
school provision in all parts of the nation. Alongside traditional monastic education, modern
education was now introduced on a large scale. Most of the teachers were from other countries
and the curriculum was borrowed from India. The nation also made a transition from being an
absolute monarchy to a constitutional democracy in 2008. The training of national teachers in
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the country, the development of education policies and introduction of a Bhutanese curriculum
now took off in earnest.
The results pertaining to the current concerns faced by the primary school leaders
studied suggest that they encounter problems relating to remoteness of the schools, teachers’
and school leaders’ heavy workload, financial or resource constraints, student attrition, and
parental disengagement. In addition, a range of strategies pursued by school leaders to deal
with their concerns were revealed.
The results and the associated key assertions presented in the final chapter are pertinent
to the literature and future research on educational leadership. They also have implications for
policy and practice. On this, the study’s results are likely to be useful for educational leadership
researchers, school leaders, education policy makers, and those in charge of preparing,
developing, and implementing professional development programmes for school leaders and
teachers in Bhutan, as well as in other developing countries.
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION
1.1 Introduction
The aim of the study reported in this thesis was to generate understandings on school leadership
at the primary school level in remote schools in Bhutan, a developing country that has moved
from being an absolute monarchy to being a constitutional monarchy. The study had three subaims. The first sub-aim was to generate understandings of the historical background to primary
school leadership in Bhutan, from 1961 to 2008. That aim was motivated by a view that
leadership thinking and practices present in any context can best be understood only if there is
a clear knowledge of how they have developed over time. It was also premised on the
assumption that the past consistently has an impact on the present in different ways, including
in relation to the actions of people.
In addressing the first aim, it was decided to provide a thick rich description and
analysis of the historical background to primary school leadership in Bhutan specifically from
1961 to 2008, with particular reference to the situation regarding remote schools. The year
1961 was chosen as the opening year because that was when Western education was introduced
on a wide scale. The year 2008 was the year when the nation’s absolute monarchy was replaced
by a constitutional monarchy and when government ministers were appointed by the ruling
government.
The second aim of the study was to generate understandings on the recent developments
that have taken place in relation to primary school leadership in Bhutan from 2008 to the
present, again with particular reference to the situation regarding remote schools. The year
2008, as mentioned above, was when Bhutan became a constitutional monarchy and education
became a main priority of subsequent governments. It is important to have an understanding of
the associated changes introduced, especially with regard to the efforts of the government to
1

develop primary school education and primary school leadership, and again particularly with
regard to remote schools.
The third aim of the study reported in this thesis was to generate understandings on the
issues of current concern to school leaders in remote primary schools in Bhutan and on the
strategies adopted by them in order to deal with those issues. That aim was based on the
assumption that education policy and decision making for improvement in remote primary
schools in the nation should be informed by such understandings. The assumption also was that
addressing that aim could help educationists in the generation of professional development
programs for education leaders in Bhutan. A further assumption was that it could also help to
inform research on school leadership in other developing countries, and especially those that
are democracies.
The next part of this chapter gives a brief overview of the context in which the research
was conducted. The related scholarly literature is then considered. That is followed by an
outline of the theoretical framework, research methodology, and methods used for data
collection and analysis for the empirical study undertaken to address the study’s three research
questions. All of these matters are revisited in greater detail in later chapters.
1.2 Overview of the Context
Bhutan is a tiny landlocked country in Southeast Asia, with an area of approximately 38394
square kilometres. It is located between China and India. It has a total population of 735,553
(National Statistics Bureau, 2018). The country has been ruled under a monarchy since 1907,
when the first king, Ugyen Wangchuck, was enthroned (Phuntsho, 2013). In 2008, the Fourth
King of Bhutan, His Majesty Jigme Singye Wangchuck, introduced democracy to the country
and changed the form of government from that of an absolute monarchy to that of a
constitutional monarchy (Phuntsho, 2013). Since then, three general elections have been
conducted.
2

Ever since the establishment of the monarchy, the importance of the development of
education has been emphasized (Wangmo & Choden, 2011). Historically, however, education
started even earlier in monastic schools. The monastic system of schooling was introduced in
the country after a visit from Tibet of Guru Padmasambhava in 810 A.D (Dorji, 2008). It was
an informal school system and was based on Buddhist traditions. Further, it was strengthened
by Zhabdrung Ngawang Namgyel who came to Bhutan in 1616, from Tibet.
The first modern school in Bhutan was established in 1914 by teachers from a Church
of Scotland mission. They mainly taught English and Tibetan. By 1961, there were 11 schools
with 400 students in the country (Wangmo & Choden, 2011). Furthermore, according to the
annual statistical reports on education, the number of schools had increased by 2018 to 880,
with an enrolment of 188,743 students (Ministry of Education, 2018a).
The introduction of a Western system of education in Bhutan started as recently as
1961, following the commencement of the country’s ‘modern’ economic development
activities (Wangmo & Choden, 2011). The stated initial purpose was to provide basic education
and develop ‘human resources’ for the sustainable economic development of the country
(Tashi, 2013). Since then, English has been used as a medium of instruction in the schools and
the curriculum was borrowed from India, a postcolonial and developing country (Tashi, 2013).
Initially, also, the teachers came mostly from India, with only Dzongkha, the national language
of Bhutan, being taught by Bhutanese teachers. The other main subjects taught were English,
mathematics, Hindi, and Buddhist scriptures (Wangmo & Choden, 2011).
Father William Mackay, a Canadian Jesuit priest who had joined the Jesuit religious
order in India in 1946, was one of the most prominent educationists in Bhutan. He came to the
country as an educator on the invitation of the third King, Jigme Dorji Wangchuck (Wangmo
& Choden, 2011). He made a major contribution in various capacities, including as a teacher
and as a schools’ inspector, in the modernization of education in the land.
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In the early 1960s, the country started its ‘planned national development activities’ with
the implementation of the First Five Year Plan (FYP). That was designed to run from 1961 to
1966. Basic infrastructure facilities, including roads, power, communication systems,
transport, agriculture and animal husbandry were established. Considerable progress was also
made in the field of education. By 1966, there were 108 schools spread across the nation, with
an enrolment of 15000 students (GNHC, 2017).
Under the constitutional monarchy introduced in 2008, a new constitution was adopted
and the country had its first general election (Phuntsho, 2013). That development had
implications for ‘modernizing’ education because since then each subsequent minister for
education has been appointed by the government rather than by the king. Also, government
education policy is now regularly discussed in Parliament.
Currently, the general education structure consists of 11 years of free basic education
from pre-primary level to grade ten-level. This includes seven years of primary school
education (pre-primary to grade six) and four years of secondary school education (grade seven
to grade ten). At the end of grade ten, a national board examination is held that determines
whether the students should continue to higher secondary school education (grade 11 and grade
12), undergo vocational training, or enter the job market (Ministry of Education, 2018).
Students who can afford to do so can continue their higher secondary school education in
private schools both within and outside the country.
Since early 2010, the national education system has been aligned with the principles of
‘Gross National Happiness’, which is the country’s national philosophy. Officially at least, this
position places more importance on people’s wellbeing than on the country’s economic
development (Ministry of Education, 2016). Associated with it are changes that have taken
place in education in terms of curriculum, instruction and teacher development, especially
following the publishing of the Bhutan Education Blueprint - Rethinking Education (2014-
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2024), (Ministry of Education, 2014a). Various stakeholders at different levels of government
are responsible for implementing the plan. In particular, school leaders are seen to have a vital
role to play in its implementation (Ministry of Education, 2014a).
Not much, however, is understood about the background to the ways in which key
stakeholders are implementing changes in schools in Bhutan. Drukpa (2009) conducted a study
on the key elements of effective principal leadership in primary and lower secondary schools
in the country. Dema (2017) also conducted a study on female education leaders in Bhutan.
Those studies (Dema, 2017; Drukpa, 2009; Tashi, 2013), however, while valuable, did not
examine the historical background, the recent developments in primary school leadership and
the current concerns of primary school leaders in Bhutan.
The lack of studies in the areas referred to above raises questions related to a further issue
currently gaining a lot of attention from educationists, namely, the importance of considering
context when studying leadership. In Bhutan five main contexts can be identified: ‘urban’,
‘semi-urban’, ‘rural’, ‘remote’ and ‘difficult’ (Ministry of Education, 2016). There is a
particular need to concentrate on the leadership issues being experienced by school leaders in
all of those, including the ‘remote’ districts. What characterizes the latter are their very
challenging circumstances of climate, isolation, and transport, along with the communication
system. Thus, they constitute a potentially valuable site for contributing to our current
knowledge base on issues confronted by leaders at the school level in remote challenging
circumstances in a country experiencing both modernization and decentralization.
1.3 Overview of the Literature
The aim of the study reported later in this thesis required consideration of the literature on
leadership, on leadership and context, on Bhutan as a country transitioning to democracy, and
on Bhutan as a developing country. Those topics are considered in a very general manner here.
They are subsequently considered in much greater detail in Chapter Three.
5

1.3.1 School leadership
Internationally, the labels used to define school leadership have changed over time from
‘school administration’ to ‘educational management’ and, more recently, to ‘educational
leadership’ (Brundrett & Crawford, 2012; Bush & Glover, 2014; Gunter, 2004; Leithwood et
al., 2008). In this connection, Yukl (2002) argued over 18 years ago that “the definition of
leadership is arbitrary and very subjective” (p. 4). Nevertheless, the description below includes
its main features.
Leadership is a process of influence leading to the achievement of desired purposes.
Successful leaders develop a vision for their schools based on their personal and professional
values. They articulate this vision at every opportunity and influence their staff and other
stakeholders to share the vision. The philosophy, structures and activities of the school are
geared towards the achievement of this shared vision (Bush & Glover, 2014). In many
countries, while the term ‘leadership’, is the preferred one for use in public discourse, (Bush &
Glover, 2003; Millett, 1996; Starrat, 2001), governments have for a number of decades been
encouraging a technical-rational approach through their stress on performance and public
accountability (Bush & Glover, 2003; Day & Leithwood, 2007; Glatter, 1999; Levacic et al.,
1999). To this approach can be added that “in the current policy climate, schools require both
visionary leadership and effective management” (Bush & Glover, 2003, p.10), and that
leadership is a process of influence leading to the achievement of desired purposes. It involves
inspiring and supporting others towards the achievement of a vision for the school which is
based on clear personal and professional values. Management is the implementation of school
policies and the efficient and effective maintenance of the school’s current activities (Bush &
Glover, 2003). Bush and Glover (2003) concluded by saying that both “leadership and
management are required if schools are to be successful” (p. 10).
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The growth in the importance attached to school leadership over the past 20 years has been
accompanied by associated theory development, with new models emerging and established
approaches being refined and further developed. Accordingly, Bush and Glover (2014)
reviewed the current research on school leadership models and summarized it as follows:
Instructional leadership, and leadership for learning, focus primarily on the direction
and purpose of leaders’ influence; targeted at student learning via teachers. There is
much less emphasis on the influence process itself.
Transformational leadership focuses primarily on the process by which leaders seek
to influence school outcomes rather than on the nature or direction of those outcomes.
However, it is criticized as being a vehicle for control over teachers, through requiring
adherence to the leader’s values, and more likely to be accepted by the leader than the
led.
Moral and authentic leadership are underpinned strongly by leaders’ values. The
models assume that leaders act with integrity, drawing on firmly held personal and
professional values. These serve to inform the school’s vision and mission and to
underpin decision making.
Distributed leadership has become the normatively preferred leadership model in the
twenty-first century. It concentrates on engaging expertise wherever it exists within
the organization rather than seeking this only through a formal position or role.
Managerial leadership focuses on functions, tasks and behaviours. It also assumes that
the behaviour of organizational members is largely rational, and that influence is
exerted through positional authority within the organizational hierarchy. It is an
essential component of successful schools, but it should complement values-based
approaches.

7

Teacher leadership requires active steps to be taken to constitute leadership teams and
provide teachers with leadership roles. A culture of trust and collaboration is essential,
as is a shared vision of where the schools need to go, clear line management structures
and strong leadership development programs.
System leadership is underpinned by the notion that values can be shared across
groups of schools. It brings clear and dedicated leadership capacity to a group of
schools. This ensures the schools have the capability to think and plan for the medium
term as well as manage school affairs on a day-to-day basis. It strengthens the
operation of leadership teams, providing a broader base for organizing development
and support.
Contingent leadership assumes that what is important is how leaders respond to the
unique organizational circumstances or problems. There are wide variations in
leadership contexts and that, to be effective, these contexts require different leadership
responses. (pp. 556-564)
Also, it has been observed that with great changes taking place in education institutions around
the world there is a need to move from traditional bureaucratic structures of management to
more flexible ones that promote learning (O’Donoghue & Clarke, 2010). In this regard, it has
been recognized that “deep and sustained school improvement depends upon the leadership of
the many rather than the few” (O’Donoghue & Clarke, 2010, p. 54).
1.3.2 The importance of considering context when deliberating on leadership
The contingency model of leadership emphasizes that each school is unique in terms of its
combination of situational influences. In particular, Bush and Glover (2003, 2014) have
acknowledged the importance of culture, both societal and organizational, as being a most
important influence. That is a reiteration of Dimmock and Walker’s (2000) earlier warning that
policies and practices should not be imported without due consideration being given to
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“cultural and contextual appropriateness” (Bush & Glover, 2003, p. 144). Vanderhaar et al.
(2006) also suggested that leadership is dependent on context as have O’Donoghue and Clarke
(2010), who have emphasized that “leadership is always context bound” (p. 56).
Specifically, regarding the impact of school size, the research on appropriate styles of
leadership is limited (Bush & Glover, 2003; Chapman et al., 2011). Kassahun (2016) and
Lashway (1997, 2002) found that “small schools are more likely to nurture a sense of belonging
and community, engaging active student involvement through a positive, humane and caring
atmosphere” than larger ones (p. 1). Other contextual factors that have been identified as likely
to be significant in influencing approaches to leadership in schools are:
•

school type; early years, primary, secondary, special etc.

•

school location; inner city, suburban, rural etc.

•

socio-economic factors

•

governance, including the nature and level of activity of governors, particularly the
chair of the governing body

•

parents; the nature and level of activity of the parent body

•

staffing; the experience and commitment of teachers and other staff

•

school culture; the values, beliefs, customs and rituals of schools

•

school-community involvement (Barnett & Stevenson, 2016; Bush & Glover, 2003;
Hallinger, 2003; Hauseman et al., 2017).

However, there has been only a limited amount of research undertaken on the impact of most
of those factors. In addition, it has been recommended for some time that studies be conducted
to address the deficit (Bush & Glover, 2003; Hallinger, 2011). Also, even though there is a
developing literature on the relationship between school culture and leadership, engagement in
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further research is recommended to explore the nature and extent of the links that exist (Bush
& Glover, 2003; Hallinger, 2011; Phillips, 2017).
To return to the matter of the importance of context in education organizations, and
specifically in schools, it is now over 20 years since Gronn and Ribbins (1996) pointed out that
this is a neglected area of research. Braun et al. (2011) later argued that “educational policies
are informed by various commitments, values and forms of experience, and that these should
be made explicit in frameworks for policy enactment” (p. 588). Further, Clarke and
O’Donoghue (2017) proposed that “success of any educational ideas and practices is
maximized when attention is paid to the nature of that context” (p. 9). Nevertheless, the nature
of context is still often ignored, especially when an education practice or innovation is being
borrowed from other contexts.
Equally important are the numerous studies that have affirmed the important role of the
school leader as a key factor in trying to ensure school effectiveness and in promoting change
(Brundrett & Crawford, 2008; Phillips, 2017). On this, Brundrett and Crawford (2008)
summarized work by scholars from Europe, East Asia, Australasia and the USA.
Acknowledging that “there is enormous interest in educational leadership development as a
global phenomenon, they also stated that it would be wrong to see such developments as being
unidimensional” (p.3). To illustrate this, they provided examples of different approaches to
leadership being used in different cultural contexts. Similarly, Beatrix et al. (2008) after
studying education management across Europe, gave three reasons why leadership in education
had taken on a new urgency there. Firstly, in all European countries there have been budget
cuts at the national level so school leaders have had to become responsible for raising some
funds and on deciding on how to spend them. Secondly, there has been much debate on whether
schools should be granted more autonomy from state oversight and regulations. Thirdly, there
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has been an associated emphasis on educational leadership and on the quality of education. It
is arguable that the situation has remained unchanged in the interim.

1.3.3 Leadership in developing countries in Asia
After the Second World War, many countries in Asia were ruled by authoritarian leaders or
were governed by totalitarian regimes (Hsiao, 2014). They were also being shaped mainly by
two major influences, namely, economic development and democratization. With sustained
economic growth over time, authoritarian rule in various places weakened due to external and
civil society pressures. Yet, leaders also were often focused on maintaining political stability
and control and were unconcerned about such issues as democratic rule and institution building.
In the Asian region in particular, democratization in the 1980s altered the political
character and challenged autocratic rule in certain countries (Hsiao, 2014). A lead for Bhutan
was provided by Thailand which, back in 1932, abolished its absolute monarchy and
established a constitutional monarchy (Chen, 2014). Also, while the constitution there occupies
a supreme position as the main source of political authority, as in many other countries, what
really takes place is fundamentally an item of political transaction; and in deed the country had
18 different constitutions by 2014 (Chen, 2014).
Bhutan transitioned from being an absolute monarchy to being a constitutional
monarchy in 2008, after more than a century of rule by the Wangchuck dynasty. The two major
factors that influenced the transition were the existence of a strong state and the advent of
transformational leadership in the region (Turner et al., 2011). In other words, democratization
in Bhutan occurred without the existence of any elite and without popular pressure. Also, since
2008, the country has had three rounds of elections. Currently, the Parliament consists of two
bodies, namely, 25 members of the National Council and 47 members of the National
Assembly.
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1.3.4 Leadership in remote schools
Developed countries
Clarke and Stevens (2009) conducted a study on sustainable leadership in small rural schools
in Australia. They examined difficulties faced by rural principals in such schools that were
implementing sustainable leadership and concluded that policy makers and system
administrators should use a ‘rural lens’ for succession planning (p. 291). Clarke et al. (2006)
also examined the complexities of novice teaching principals’ inter-relationships with rural
communities. They concluded that it would be helpful to shift the discourse on
“transformational leadership approaches from a normative to a more descriptive level” (p. 87).
Wildy and Clarke (2008) studied the preparation of novice primary school principals in
Western Australia. They argued that there is little understanding of what could constitute an
appropriate way of learning the skills and knowledge to deal with such challenges as “how to
deal with the people, place, system and with the sense of self” (p. 469). On this more broadly,
Preston et al. (2013) undertook an extensive review of literature published between 2003 and
2013, on the common challenges faced by rural school principals in America, Canada and
Australia. Overall, they found that there is a lack of research on the challenges faced by
principals in rural communities.

Developing countries
Back in 1997, Kitavi and van der Westhuizen (1997) studied problems faced by novice
principals in developing countries like Kenya. They argued that those problems are often
different from the ones that arise in developed countries. In 2004, Oplatka (2004) in a
comparative review of literature on school leadership in developing and developed countries,
identified such common features as “limited autonomy, autocratic leadership style, summative
evaluation, low degree of change initiation, and lack of instructional leadership functions in the
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school principal leadership in the developing countries” (p. 427). This view was supported by
Bush (2009) in his studies on contemporary issues in leadership development in relation to its
context, characteristics and reality.

1.3.5 Leadership in education in Bhutan
Schools are an integral part of the societies and communities in which they function (Reed,
2005; Sarason & Lorentz, 1998). Thus, the purposes of schooling and the demands made on
schools and school leaders have shifted throughout history as the needs and demands of society
have changed (Kochan & Reed, 2005). In some contexts, changes were initiated by educators
trying to enhance schooling, whereas in others they were implemented because of social,
economic, and political pressures (Kochan & Reed, 2005; Uline, 2001).
Changes required of schools can make the job of educators’ complex (Kochan et al.,
1999; Levin, 2006). They may be required to adopt a leadership style that involves others in
the process of problem solving and analysis. Awareness of this has led to calls for education
leaders to move away from bureaucratic to democratic leadership approaches (Barth, 1990;
Crawford, 2012; Rusch, 1998). Democratic leadership requires individuals to adopt a
collaborative approach that involves building a sense of community with both internal and
external stakeholders. It also involves sharing power with others and with various groups of
stakeholders in order for meaningful decision-making to take place (Kochan & Reed, 2005).
Literature on education leadership in Bhutan indicates that in the 1960s, school
administrators were largely teachers from India. That was because they were better qualified
than Bhutanese teachers (Tashi, 2013, p. 166). The administrative skills of those Indian
educationists were based on their experiences as students in their own schools (Tashi, 2013).
It was only in early 1988 that the Ministry of Education in Bhutan appointed Bhutanese
teachers as school leaders (Drukpa, 2009). In 2004, the process for appointing them was

13

restructured with the aim of selecting outstanding candidates. Officially, since 2013 principal
selection has been firmly based on merit and leadership qualities (Tashi, 2013). However, the
expectations that are required of school leaders keep changing.
For many decades, schools and communities in Bhutan viewed leadership as being
positional and the style of leadership adopted was based on authority and power (Tashi, 2013).
With the rapid growth of the education system, however, the roles and responsibilities of school
leaders also changed significantly. Tashi (2013), in his study on distributed leadership practices
amongst teachers in all types of schools in Bhutan, found that it was practiced in most of them,
although involvement of students and parents in the development of school vision and mission
was minimal.
Drukpa (2009) studied the key elements of effective school principal leadership in
primary and lower secondary schools in Bhutan. He identified four main themes related to
effective leadership there, namely, roles and responsibilities, personal characteristics,
leadership styles, and priorities for effective leadership. Dema (2017) explored the narratives
of female education leaders in Bhutan. She highlighted challenges faced by them due to their
gender. Other challenges she noted related to management and administration, including
resources and program implementation.
At the 17th Annual Education Conference (AEC) in Bhutan in 2014, resolutions were
passed aimed at enhancing teacher competency and school leadership competency through
conducting 21st century leadership training in schools (Ministry of Education, 2014b). It was
noted that this would require that the organizational and functional structures of schools be
restructured to enhance school effectiveness and efficiency. The notion was that schools would
be empowered through granting principals’ considerable autonomy in decision making
(Ministry of Education, 2014b).
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1.3.6 Leadership in primary schools in Bhutan
Since 1993, every school in Bhutan has been required to have a school management board
(SMB) (Bray, 1996). The school principal is the secretary of the school board and the village
head is the chairperson. In most cases the boards have, from the beginning, been important
instruments for collecting and directing community contributions (Bray, 1996). However, the
frequency with which the SMB meetings were held was, for quite some time, left up to the
individual schools (Ministry of Education, 1998). Further, research suggested that parents and
other community members contributed between 10 and 20 per cent of the total expenditure on
the primary school sector (Bray, 1996).
Political changes taking place and the public taking an active part in the affairs of
schools, led to a review of SMBs (Ministry of Education, 2005). Additionally, as the Bhutanese
education system evolved, opportunities were created for people of all ages and abilities to
learn and develop. Opportunities were provided through the establishment of community
primary schools in the most remote locations of the country (Kucita et al., 2013; Ninnes et al.,
2007).
The Ministry of Education (MoE) has categorized schools in Bhutan based on
geographical terrain and accessibility to basic amenities. The schools are of five different types.
Those relate to ease of access to electricity, a market, a hospital, telecommunications, and
housing. The table below lays out the five categories (Ministry of Education, 2014b).
Table 1.1: Categories of schools in Bhutan
Category

Urban

Semi-Urban

Rural

Definition

Has all the Has 4 or less
five
basic of the total
facilities.
basic
facilities,

Remote

Difficult

Has 4 or less Located at 2- Located at
of the total 4 Dholams.
more than 4
basic
Dholams.
facilities,
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with blacktop road,
OR
feeder road
with all the
basic
facilities.

with a feeder
road,
OR
accessible by
farm road
OR
located
at
one Dholam.
(Dholam
refers
to
official
walking
distance).

The category to which a school belongs may change as and when access to basic facilities
improves (Ministry of Education, 2014b).
Since 1999, school leaders in all categories were encouraged to impart to their students
the necessary skills for maintaining their schools. Also, the schools were made more
accountable than previously for maintenance and repairs (Ministry of Education, 1999). That
situation still prevails today. Starting in 2001, schools in rural areas have had to be located
within three kilometres of students’ homes, or a maximum of one hour’s walk away. Some
boarding facilities have been made available for students who would otherwise have to walk
longer distances (Ministry of Education, 2001).
The first ‘state of education’ report (2002), mentioned that most of the schools had good
management practices. The three pillars of good governance, it was stated, are transparency,
efficiency and accountability (Ministry of Education, 2002). Many of the school leaders were
found to be providing leadership in directing their school staff towards achieving school goals.
A system of collective planning and implementation of school programs had been put in place.
Responsibilities were shared among the teachers and students in order to try to promote a notion
of ownership amongst them of the schools and of the programs (Ministry of Education, 2002).
The key issues considered worthy of addressing in the management of education within
the new decentralized context were summarized as being a lack of adequate participation in the
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promotion of staff, making provision for some training abroad, identifying procedures for
selecting school leaders, school authorities’ lack of financial power, lack of participation of
school leaders in budgeting, and an inability on the part of district education officers to provide
professional support (Ministry of Education, 2003). In response, the Annual Education
Conference, in 2014, resolved to restructure the organizational and functional roles of school
management to enhance school effectiveness and efficiency. From now on, the schools were
to be given greater autonomy than previously in decision making. The research plan and
methodology for this study is now considered below.
1.4. The Research Plan and Methodology
1.4.1. Theoretical Framework and the Three Research Questions
Because the focus of the research conducted by the present author was to develop
understandings on historical developments in relation to school leadership in Bhutan and of
current perspectives of primary school leaders in the country on the issues they face, a mode
of inquiry that would enable interpretation of social phenomena (O’Donoghue, 2007) was
required. Such a mode, it was decided, should be based on the interpretivist paradigm. That
was because the focus of the study was to generate theory on the perspectives’ participants
assigned to situations and actions in order to understand their world (O’Donoghue, 2007).
The goal of interpretivist research is to make sense of and interpret the meanings others
have about the world by focusing on the specific contexts and historical and cultural settings
of participants (Creswell, 2013). In other words, the researcher uses his or her skills as a social
being to understand how others understand their world (O’Donoghue, 2019). Blumer (1969)
set out three basic principles of interpretivism:
•

Humans act toward things on the basis of the meanings they ascribe to those things.
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•

The meanings of such things are derived from, or arise out of, the social interaction that
one has with others and the society.

•

These meanings are handled in, and modified through, an interpretative process used
by the person in dealing with the things he/she encounters. (p. 2)

Adopting these principles as a foundation for the study required that the perspectives of school
leaders on their work should be explored.
It is important at this point to define the concept of ‘perspectives’ Woods (1983, 1992)
stated that they are “frameworks through which people make sense of the world” (p.7).
Blackledge and Hunt (1991) further expanded on the key components of ‘perspectives’ by
stating that they consist of the following interrelated areas:
•

The aims and intentions (so it can be asked what an individual aim to do in a particular
situation).

•

Strategies that they use to achieve their aims.

•

The significance that an individual attach to the situation.

•

The reasons that individuals give for the aims, strategies and significance they have to
a particular situation. (p. 234)

This elaboration provided a framework for the study reported later in this thesis.
Interpretivism is closely related to grounded theory, a process for inductive theorygeneration based primarily on qualitative data (Birks & Mills, 2015). There is a major focus
within it on trying to generate theory about process (O’Donoghue, 2019). To that end, a
researcher generates theory from empirical data (Bryant & Charmaz, 2007). Taking the lead
from this position, grounded theory approaches were used in the research both as a strategy to
guide engagement in the research project and also for qualitative data analysis (Punch, 2009).
The use of grounded theory approaches also enabled the researcher to identify unanticipated
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research issues in professional practice and in organizational and institutional contexts, and to
explore them (Punch, 2009).
Elaboration of the Central Research Questions
The study reported in this thesis focused on three aspects of primary school leadership in
Bhutan that are closely interrelated, namely, its historical background, recent developments in
the field, and issues of current concern for primary school leaders. The study was informed by
the following three research questions.
The First Research Question
What is the historical background to primary school leadership in Bhutan from 1961 to 2008,
with particular reference to leadership in remote schools?
This first research question of the study was aimed at generating theory on the historical
background to leadership at the primary school level in Bhutan, particularly in remote schools.
The question was primarily addressed through an analysis of a wide range of sources, which
included public and private records of the Ministry of Education, academic journals,
conference papers, national newspapers, and other relevant documents. The interpretivist
research paradigm was applied to guide the process of reviewing that material.
The Second Research Question
What developments have taken place in relation to primary school leadership in Bhutan from
2008 to the present, with particular reference to leadership in remote schools?
This second research question explored in the study was aimed at generating theory on the
developments that took place in relation to primary school leadership in Bhutan since 2008,
particularly with reference to leadership in remote schools. Again, it was addressed through an
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analysis of a wide range of sources contained in such contemporary documents as public and
private records of Ministry of Education, school related publications in the districts, minutes
of school meetings and school management board meetings, academic journals, conference
papers, newspapers and other relevant documents. This process of document analysis was
supplemented by individual interviews with system administrators.
The Third Research Question
What issues are currently of concern to primary school leaders in remote schools in Bhutan,
and how do they deal with them?
This third research question was aimed at generating theory on the issues that were of concern
to primary school leaders in remote schools in Bhutan, and on how they dealt with them. Issues
were taken to be matters affecting, or having an impact on, people in their everyday lives; they
are matters’ that interest individuals, or capture their attention, because they are important or
affect them. Associated research guiding questions were generated in the light of Blackledge
and Hunt’s (1991) framework mentioned earlier and formed the basis of interview questions.
1.4.2 Selection of Schools
Remote schools were selected in a purposive manner (Punch, 2009). This means that schools
were selected with the specific purpose of exploring the third research question, which was
posed in relation to a remote school. They are also located in challenging circumstances
geographically and demographically. Based on the following criteria a total of six schools were
selected:
1. Located in rural and isolated areas.
2. Classified as being in area of low socio-economic status.
3. Far from District Education Offices.
4. No access to electricity, a market, a hospital, telecommunications, and housing.
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5. Not connected by farm roads.
6. Officially two-to-four days walk from the nearest road point.
The schools were selected from the eastern, western and central districts in the country. Two
schools from each district were chosen, based on the above criteria. Within each school the
principal, deputy-principals, and members of the school leadership committees were
interviewed.
1.4.3 Data Collection
Data for the study were collected through semi-structured interviews and document analysis.
Such data gathering methods are most appropriate for a study using the interpretivist paradigm
(O’Donoghue, 2007). Data were gathered mostly by means of a thorough document analysis
in relation to the first research question, and by means of document analysis supplemented by
interviews with school leaders in relation to the second research question. The third research
question was investigated exclusively by means of interviews with principals, deputyprincipals and school committee members.
1.4.4 Data Analysis
Grounded theory approaches to data analysis were used. Grounded theory is both an overall
approach to research and a set of procedures for generating theory through analysis of data
(Punch, 2009). Grounded theory approaches to analysis are aimed directly at generating theory
from empirical data (Oktay, 2012). To that end, the researcher began data collection and
analysis simultaneously (Creswell, 2013). This process continued until ‘saturation’ in theory
generation was reached (O’Donoghue, 2019).
1.4.5 Trustworthiness of the Research
Action was taken to promote dependability, confirmability, transferability and credibility in the
research (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Dependability and confirmability were addressed by
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conducting an audit trail of the date collected (Ary et al., 2009). The credibility of the research
was addressed through member checks and peer examination. In order to seek transferability,
a thick description of the process and contexts involved in the research was also generated
(Merriam, 2009).
To further strengthen the credibility of the research, researcher bias and assumptions
needs to be acknowledged earlier in the research. The present researcher worked in the Ministry
of Education in Bhutan as a school teacher at all levels from primary to higher secondary
schools for 12 years. She has worked under five different principals of both gender who were
all senior to her in terms of leadership experience and age. She was also assigned multiple
positions such as a senior lecturer, senior researcher, training developer and as an in-charge at
the erstwhile Centenary Institute of Education, a project undertaken by the Royal Education
Council of Bhutan for four years. During her tenure at Royal Education Council, she got to
experience working with leaders who were junior to her both in terms of experience and age.
From the researcher’s perspective and experience, senior male leaders seem to be
practicing more of shared leadership compared to senior female leaders. Female leaders seem
to be more authoritative compared to their male counterparts. The researcher believes in
sharing leadership responsibilities and acknowledging the contribution of her colleagues in the
growth of the organisation.
Even though the researcher had earlier worked in the Ministry of Education, none of
the study participants were known to her prior to the research. This allowed the researcher to
be an outsider and observe the participants carrying out their normal day to day work in their
context. Since the researcher had not visited the schools prior to the research, the experiences
shared are entirely based on interviews with participants.
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1.5. Conclusion
This chapter has provided a broad overview of the thesis. It has introduced the three main
aims of the study and detailed the background context of the study. This was followed by a
brief overview of the scholarly literature relevant to the study and a short discussion on the
theoretical framework, methodology and methods used for data collection and analysis. The
three central research questions were also articulated.

The next two chapters will present more detail on the context of the study and on the
relevant scholarly literature. Chapter Four will present in detail the research methodology and
methods used for conducting the study. Chapters Five, Six and Seven discuss the results of the
study. Chapter Eight concludes the study by presenting a summary, a discussion of the results,
and implications for future policy and practice.
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CHAPTER TWO
OVERVIEW OF THE CONTEXT
2.1. Introduction
The study reported later in this thesis relates to the historical background, and recent
developments in primary school leadership in Bhutan, as well as to the current concerns of
primary school leaders in the country. Bhutan is a developing country that is also a
constitutional monarchy. For many years, education was highly centralised before becoming
decentralised. Also, the country has a large number of schools in isolated areas far from District
Education Offices and located in areas of low socio-economic status. Thus, internationally, the
broad context relates to developments pertaining to transition to democracy, to transition from
an absolute monarchy to a constitutional monarchy, to transition from centralisation to
decentralisation in education, to school-based management (SBM), and to schools in
challenging circumstances, both geographically and demographically.
The rest of this chapter now examines these matters in order to contextualise later
considerations. First, it provides an overview of the history of Bhutan and its transition from
being an absolute monarchy to being a constitutional monarchy. This is followed by a
description of developments in relation to centralisation and decentralisation in education
internationally, especially in relation to developing countries like Bhutan. Developments
internationally in relation to education decentralisation at the school level are then considered,
as is its role in the specific context of schools in challenging circumstances geographically and
demographically.
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2.2 An overview of the History of Bhutan and of the Country’s Transition from being an
Absolute Monarchy to being a Constitutional Monarchy
In 1907, a hereditary monarchy system was established in Bhutan. The first king, Ugyen
Wangchuck, was enthroned on 17 December 1907. It was during his time that socioeconomic
developments and the establishment of foreign relations, especially with India, were pursued
(Phuntsho, 2013). The king also laid down the foundation for modern education in Bhutan.
However, his plans to modernise and develop the country were hampered by a lack of sufficient
funds. The second king, Jigme Wangchuck, was crowned in 1927. He continued the
development work started by the first king and further strengthened the political and economic
relationship with India. However, during his reign development plans continued to be
constrained due to insufficient funds (Phuntsho, 2013).
Until the mid-1960s, Bhutan was largely isolated from the rest of the world and had
few transport and communication systems. The majority of its population lived in villages and
were dependent entirely on subsistence farming (Rutland, 1999). The third king, Jigme Dorji
Wangchuck, initiated the first Five Year Plan (FYP) in 1961, gearing the country towards
progressive development and improving the lives of the people. In 1953, he created the
National Assembly, which consisted of 150 members, of whom 105 were elected by the people.
In 1965 he oversaw the country becoming a member of the United Nations.
Since 1972, the fourth king, Jigme Singye Wangchuck, has been the driving force
behind the country’s modernisation and development. He has, since 1979, made determined
efforts to pass decision making on development policy down to the people’s level (Rutland,
1999). Overall, throughout his reign he has transferred a lot of power to the people and set up
structures to ensure it is used effectively. Also, in 1998, he transferred the responsibility for
governance of the country to the National Assembly, which elects a council of ministers.

25

Bhutan’s transition to democracy from absolute monarchy to constitutional monarchy
has been a gradual process. It was underway between 1953 to 2008. Then, in 2008, the country
had its first national election. This formalized the democratic status of the country.
The aim of development over the last 50 years has been to improve the quality of life
of the people by securing the sovereignty and safety of the nation and working towards selfsufficiency and sustainable development. Donor agencies have been crucial for the
implementation of associated policy. India has been one of the major contributors of assistance
since the implementation of the First FYP in 1961. Other bilateral aid is received from
Denmark, Switzerland, Austria, Japan and The Netherlands. Also, multilateral aid continues to
be provided by the United Nations Development Program, the World Bank, the European
Community, the International Monetary Fund, and the Asian Development Bank (Ministry of
Finance, 2017).
2.2.1 Gross National Happiness – The country’s development philosophy
Bhutan’s development has been guided by the philosophy of Gross National Happiness (GNH),
first pronounced by the fourth king, Jigme Singye Wangchuck, in 1972. He announced that his
country’s success would be measured by GNH rather than by Gross Domestic Product (GDP).
However, it was only in the late 1980s that the concept of GNH was used in economic
development policy documents to ensure harmony with the national culture, institutions and
spiritual values (Ura & Galay, 2004). The importance of this was impressed as follows by the
current king, Jigme Khesar Namgyal Wangchuck in 2009:
Thus, for my nation, today GNH is the bridge between the fundamental values of
kindness, equality and humanity and the necessary pursuit of economic growth. It
ensures that no matter what our nation may seek to achieve, the human dimension, the
individual’s place in the nation, is never forgotten. It is a constant reminder that we
must strive for a caring leadership so that as the world and country changes, as our

26

nation’s goals change, our foremost priority will always remain the happiness and
wellbeing of our people including the generations to come after us. (Gordon, 2013, p.
287)
The GNH consists of four pillars, namely good governance, environmental conservation,
sustainable and equitable socioeconomic development, and preservation and promotion of
culture. The associated nine domains consist of time use, living standards, good governance,
psychological well-being, community vitality, culture, health, education, and ecology
(Heinberg, 2011). GNH guides not only the country’s development policies, but also the
education system.
2.3 Education in Transitional and Developing Countries

By 1989, according to the World Bank, many developing countries had increased access to
education, but its quality was a concern for its stakeholders (World Bank, 1989). With financial
constraints, it was a major challenge to provide access to, as well as to improve the quality of
education in those countries, where it continued to operate through various international
organisations (Knight, 2014; Lavia, 2007; World Bank, 1989). UNESCO, for example,
promoted global education targets under its Education for All (EFA) policy. Also, the IMF, the
Asian Development Bank (ADB) and the World Bank provided funding for the implementation
of global policies.
Funding continues to come with certain conditions that limit the capacity of debtreceiving countries to determine their own education agendas. Such conditions can include the
necessity to implement a wide range of education reforms to ‘modernise’ an education system
on Western education lines. These can relate to education aims, methodology, pedagogy,
curriculum, and learning resources in the interest of promoting economic westernisation
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(Bhatta, 2011; Lavia, 2007; McMormick, 2012; Nguyen-Phuong-Mai et al., 2012; Woolman,
2001).
Education systems in many developing countries continue to be modelled on, or be
influenced by, Western developed countries (Altbach, 2006; Rajab & Wright, 2018). In
particular, there is a wide adoption of Western teaching strategies in various parts of the world.
These include cooperative learning in China, Japan, Korea, Vietnam, Taiwan and Singapore
(Nguyen-Phuong-Mai et al., 2012). In addition, English, is often used both as a medium of
instruction and for formal and informal communication in many developing countries,
including Bangladesh, St. Lucia, Burma, Sri Lanka and Malaysia (Al‐Quaderi & Al Mahmud,
2010; Altbach, 2006; Hilaire, 2009; Shin & Kubota, 2008; Watson, 2007; Williams, 2014).
In Sri Lanka (Perera, 2006), Pakistan (Jamil, 2006), and Indonesia (Bjork, 2007),
administration in education governance had been highly centralised for decades, following the
highly bureaucratic system built by the former colonisers. Since the 1990s, however, there has
been a move towards education decentralisation in these and other countries. Research suggests
that the move has been influenced greatly by multilateral and international agencies and
experts, especially in the least developed countries. At the same time, there has been little
internal debate about the importance of increasing public participation in the decision-making
process (Channa, 2016; De Grauwe et al., 2005).
The influences and adoption of Western ideas of education development and
reconstruction in developing countries have also created certain problems. Research provides
evidence that Western education patterns can create inequalities. Rural schools may lack
resources to ‘modernise’ education modelled on Western education. Given the often ‘poor’
quality of education, many rural children may not pass the examinations for admission into
secondary schools. Most of them also may return to their villages, work on farms, or seek lowlevel jobs in towns.
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In contrast, children of urban elites are likely to attend well recognised urban public or
private schools. This circumstance sometimes guarantees that the elite group will perpetuate
itself (Lavia, 2007). Furthermore, the wide adoption of Western education approaches may be
counterproductive in improving the quality of education in non-Western countries. For
example, research has suggested that the adoption of cooperative learning models originally
from Western countries in Asian contexts is culturally inappropriate. Further, it has led to a
neglect of opportunities to develop learning models based on Asian cultures (Nguyen-PhuongMai et al., 2012; Nguyen et al., 2009).
Many developing countries still have problems in providing sufficient learning
resources for the development of an education system that is suitable for their own national
situation. They often lack instructional materials written in the local language to teach science,
technology and commerce, fields that are closely linked to high-income jobs (Hilaire, 2009;
Shin & Kubota, 2008). To address such matters in Thailand, four phases of education ‘reform’
took place between 1968 and 2002. During those phases, the education system was transformed
from offering a traditional Siamese education to offering a modern secular education. Also, it
moved from having a highly centralised to having a decentralised education administration.
The ‘reforms’ helped to enhance awareness of the inequality and inequity in Thai society and
in the education system. They also helped to overcome challenges due to globalization and
internationalisation. However, challenges to do with equity, accessibility and quality of
education, with the centralisation of financial and human resources, and with a lack of capacity
building of professionals, persisted (Fry, 2002).
Today many problems in education in Thailand have been addressed in an effort to
provide a quality education for the school-age population and a quality non-formal education
for adults. However, there is still some room for improvement, including in providing equal
opportunity and quality in education. The Ministry of Education still has to work hard on those
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issues. Comprehensive teacher-training was also initiated as one of the key factors in improving
the whole system (Mahapoonyanont et al., 2017).
2.4 International Overview of the Patterns of Centralisation and Decentralisation in
Education
2.4.1. Definitions of Centralisation and Decentralisation in Education in General
Centralisation generally means that decision making on a wide range of matters is concentrated
at the central government level. In that system it is the central government that has authority to
determine objectives, the means to achieve them, and the responsibility for resource allocation
(Bray, 1991; Lauglo, 1996; Lyons, 1985). Centralisation in education can mean too that
authority to develop national education plans and to formulate national policies, programs and
logistics of education is located within a ministry of education. Concurrently, organisation
units of education located lower down in the bureaucracy at the provincial and district
government levels can often function merely to help implement education policies and
programs formulated at the centre (Bjork, 2006; Chapman, 2000, 2002; Lee, 2006).
Decentralisation is the opposite of centralisation. It involves authority regarding much
decision-making being devolved from the central level of government to lower government
levels or smaller organisation units (Friedman, 1983; McGinn & Street, 1986; Tran, 2014).
Further, it can be defined as the dispersion of authority from the central government or a
ministry of education, to such lower levels of government as those at the provincial, state or
regional levels, those at the municipal, country, or district government levels, and those at the
school level (Bruns et al., 2011). Additionally, the degree of authority distributed to lowerlevel governments can vary from deconcentration, delegation, and devolution, to privatisation
(Chan & Wang, 2009; Çınkır, 2010; Cue´llar-Marchelli, 2003; Jamil, 2006; Lee, 2006; Parry,
1997).
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Briefly, the concepts mentioned above can be defined as follows:
1.

Deconcentration takes place when the central government assigns certain functions
or tasks to lower organizational bodies;

2.

Delegation takes place when authority for defined tasks is transferred from the
central government to the lower organisation bodies which are accountable to the
former, but not wholly controlled by it;

3.

Devolution takes place when authority for defined tasks is transferred to the
autonomous, local-level bodies who do not need to seek approval for their actions.
They may choose to inform the centre of their decision, but the role of the centre is
confined to collection and exchange of information;

4.

Privatisation is a form of devolution by which responsibility and resources are
transferred from public to private sector institutions (Bray, 1991; Smith, 1985).

Moreover, within some education systems, while a certain amount of power can be held
centrally, other levels of power could be deconcentrated, delegated, or devolved. Accordingly,
it can be difficult to place individual systems at one end or the other on a spectrum of highly
centralised or decentralised systems (Bray, 1991).
2.4.2. International Overview of the Patterns of Centralisation in Education
Today, to some extent, centralisation still characterises education systems in many developed
and developing countries (Agasisti, Catalano, & Sibiano, 2013; Caldwell, 2010; Channa, 2016;
Tan, 2006; Welsh & McGinn, 1999). In Singapore, for example, the government has for some
time exerted considerable influence over schools not only by imposing national curricula
requirements and examinations on all of them, but also by controlling the independent schools’
governing boards (Tan, 2006). Back in 1999, a study of ten developed and developing
countries, namely, the US, the UK, India, Nigeria, Mexico, Namibia, France, Malaysia,
Senegal, and Zimbabwe, reported that the central government in each of them made most
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decisions regarding school governance, school organisation, financing, personnel training,
curriculum and instruction, monitoring and evaluation, and research. Only a few decisions on
such areas as evaluation, the disciplining of students, and the monitoring of examinations were
made at the lower level (Welsh & McGinn, 1999). Indeed, internationally, decision making
over curriculum seems to be one of the last areas that a central government is likely to devolve.
That is the situation in Cambodia, China, Indonesia, Philippines, and Thailand. There the
central control of the curriculum is over such components as core syllabi, national tests and
examinations, length of the school year, the language of instruction, and subjects to be taught
(Hawkins, 2006; King & Guerra, 2005; Tan, 2006; Tran, 2014).
In many developing countries, including in Sri Lanka (Lim et al., 2019; Perera, 2006),
Pakistan (Jamil, 2006; King et al., 2019), and Indonesia (Bjork, 2000; Kuhon, 2020)
centralisation of education is particularly common. Here, centralised education systems have
been maintained by the national governments for decades following their independence. Thus,
it is not surprising that Chapman (2000, 2002) reported over 20 years ago that education
systems in developing countries, including those in Asia, were highly centralised in such areas
as curriculum, funding, personnel, and the language for instruction. The situation has not
changed significantly in the interim, notwithstanding current trends towards decentralisation in
a number of countries. In Malaysia, for example, despite the adoption of several
decentralisation initiatives, including deconcentration of routine tasks from the State Education
Departments to the District Education Offices, the delegation for curriculum reform from State
education departments to district education offices, and the privatisation of higher education,
the education system essentially remains centralised, with authority being heavily concentrated
at the Ministry of Education level (Bush & Ng, 2019; Lee, 2006).
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2.4.3. International Overview of the Patterns of Decentralisation in Education
Education decentralisation involves the transfer of decision-making authority from national to
sub-national agencies (Hanson, 2000). According to Hanson (2000), it is a means to an end and
requires good design and political will. He also posits that to understand decentralisation
strategies, one must also understand political, economic and historical contexts.
Over the last 25 years, decentralisation in education has been a trend in many countries
around the world (Caldwell, 2010; Channa & Faguet, 2016; Govinda & Bandyopadhyay,
2006). In the 1970s, it emerged in some developed countries, including Australia (Abu-Duhou,
1999), and in the 1980s it emerged in Sweden, England, France, and the Czech Republic (Daun,
2009). At the same time, there has been considerable variation in forms of decentralisation.
Nonetheless, two important approaches have been recognised: (i) the devolution of authority
and responsibility for schools from the central-level administration to intermediate-level
organisations and ultimately to schools, which we have known for some time often rely very
much on local communities for school financing; and (ii) the removal of barriers to private
education (Chapman, 2002). Also, several motives have been commonly proposed as
justifications for decentralisation. These include enthusiasm for increased participation in
public decision-making by groups that have or claim to have, been excluded. It has also been
proposed for power redistribution, for addressing a government’s financial constraints, and for
a demand for greater administrative efficiency in local decision-making and for local sensitive
government structures (Bjork, 2006; Lee, 2006; Welsh & McGinn, 1999).
In many developing countries, including India, Malaysia, and Cambodia, the promotion
of decentralisation in education has been a policy trend since the 1990s (Govinda &
Bandyopadhyay, 2006; Lee, 2006; Shoraku, 2008). The impetus for the move was varied. It
included such political motives as those associated with building a democratic society (King &
Guerra, 2005), along with financial motives and increasing community participation in the
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funding of education (Cuéllar-Marchelli, 2003; Perera, 2006). Such education motives as
improving the efficiency and effectiveness of the school system through community
participation in education programs have also been included (Govinda & Bandyopadhyay,
2006). However, education motives are often not the principal motivators, even though the
supporters of decentralisation have often argued that they can address difficult problems
confronting an education system, especially those relating to performance and accountability
(King & Guerra, 2005). Rather, in some of the least developed countries, financial constraints
and external pressure from international agencies and experts were often more influential than
internal political motives (De Grauwe et al., 2005). Further, the persistent and widespread
issues of poor education quality in those countries on the one hand, and the strong push by
donors toward achieving the EFA goals on the other hand, have contributed to decentralisation
being even more popular today than previously (Channa, 2016)
The patterns of decentralisation in education in various developing countries also
indicate diversity (Channa & Faguet, 2016) in terms of locus (where the authority of decision
is located), the degree of authority distributed, and areas that are decentralised (Caldwell,
2010). In Sri Lanka, devolution resulted in a transfer of authority of decision making from the
central government to provincial governments. There the authorities distributed to provincial
government matters related to planning, implementing, managing, and directing education
programs (Perera, 2006). In Pakistan, devolution resulted in a transfer of authority in decisionmaking from the central government to district governments. The authority distributed related
not only to planning education programs and administration, but also to teacher management
(Jamil, 2006).
Moreover, education decentralisation policy can mandate the establishment of
governing bodies involving the community through education boards at provincial or district
level and school committees at the school level (King & Guerra, 2005). Those bodies, as studies
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have suggested for some time, can vary in terms of what power they have. For example, Hanson
(2006) identified a different level of authority between school councils in Columbia and
Nicaragua. In Columbia, school councils had relatively little authority. Their roles were
principally advisory; they were to be consulted on issues of budget, planning, and curriculum.
By contrast, Nicaragua created very powerful ‘high authority’ school councils. They had
complete authority to set school policies, supervise all education activities, hire and fire school
directors, establish the academic program, select textbooks, and manage the discipline
program. In Thailand, school councils, termed ‘school management committees’, also have had
a high level of authority. They were made responsible for supervising, assessing, and
evaluating day-to-day school operations (Murata, 2003).
In some countries, the degree of autonomy distributed has often been of more than one
form; it may be deconcentration, delegation, devolution or privatisation (Jamil, 2006; Lee,
2006; Perera, 2006). In Malaysia, decentralisation took place not only as deconcentration, but
also there was delegation and privatisation. Authority on all matters regarding education policy,
curriculum, finance, facilities and teacher management was located at the Ministry of
Education level. Meanwhile, the State Education Departments (SED) functioned to implement
all of the central government policies and programs in schools within the nation’s individual
states. The District Education Office was the mediator between the state level and the school
level of administration. Furthermore, delegation in relation to national curriculum reform from
the central government to the state government took place and privatisation was promoted as
policy for higher education alongside public education (Lee, 2006).
Spain’s education decentralisation that took place over a 20-year period was also
reported as being a story of success. Firstly, it required the collaboration of all sectors of
government. Secondly, it involved transferring better opportunities to the regions,
municipalities and local schools (Hanson, 2000).
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2.4.3.1. International Overview of a Specific Form of Decentralisation: School-Based
Management (SBM)
Over the last 20 years, decentralisation of education with devolution of authority in school
governance and management to the school level in the form of SBM has been popular
throughout much of the world, including in both developed and developing countries (Botha,
2012; Brown & Cooper, 2000; Caldwell, 2005; Channa, 2016; De Grauwe, 2005; Gamage &
Sooksomchitra, 2004; Ling et al., 2010; Moradi et al., 2012; Robertson & Briggs, 1998). The
most common reason for the popularity is the claim that it can lead to efficiency in management
by increasing the accountability of the agents involved and by empowering the stakeholders to
improve learning outcomes. The claim also is that by locating power in the hands of educators
and parents, school management that is more responsive to the needs of those people can
eventuate, resulting in a better and more conducive learning environment for the students
(Barrera-Osorio et al., 2009). Such a school management model, in turn, it is argued, can
improve student achievement and other school outcomes (World Bank, 2008).
SBM initiatives emerged initially in developed countries (Bruns et al., 2011). In
Australia, it began in the early 1970s. The strongest political desire to devolve responsibility
to the school level emerged in the state of Victoria. Administrative decentralisation to regional
units proceeded throughout the 1970s and 1980s. By 1975, all government-run schools in the
State were required to establish school-site councils as governing bodies to manage their
schools. The councils consisted of teachers, parents and other members of the school
community.
By the end of the 1980s, the government in Victoria also called for the building of Statewide curriculum frameworks, the development of State and regional strategic plans, and a
system of accountability linking school, region and state. Within this framework, authority was
coupled with accountability (Caldwell, 1993, 1998). By the late 1990s, all eight Australian
school systems had enacted legislation introducing reforms, involving SBM (Bruns et al., 2011;
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Caldwell, 1998). Most adopted a similar pattern to Victoria, with the ‘centre’ having leaner and
more powerful functions in terms of the formulation of goals, the setting of priorities and the
building of frameworks for accountability, and with a clear shift towards school-site
management in terms of operational decision making, including budgeting and community
involvement (Caldwell, 1998).
Other developed countries, including England, the USA and New Zealand, followed
suit. Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, the British government increasingly devolved authority
and autonomy to parents and teachers (Di Gropello, 2006). Its 1980 Education Act mandated
the delivery of the national curriculum and devolved the management of human, financial, and
material resources and accountability to parents and the community through school governing
bodies (Abu-Duhou, 1999). Following that was the enactment of the 1988 Education Reform
Act providing the legal foundation of SBM implementation with local school management
(LSM) and grant-maintained schools (GMS). Within the LSM and GMS frameworks, schools
were required to establish governing boards. Those consisted of 10-to-15 members, including
a principal-teacher, along with teacher and parent representatives. Those boards gained
authority and autonomy over budget and day-to-day operations, while power to hire and fire
all teaching and non-teaching staff was given to schools (Bruns et al., 2011; Di Gropello, 2006).
In some areas in the US, and also in New Zealand, SBM was implemented at the end of 1980s.
The SBM policy mandated the establishment of school boards in every school. These were
named school councils in the US and school trustees in New Zealand (Abu-Duhou, 1999; Bruns
et al., 2011).
In most developing countries, including many previously colonised by Europeans,
SBM adoption began in the 1990s. It took place in Latin American countries, including ElSavador, Guatemala, Honduras, and Nicaragua (Di Gropello, 2006; Ganimian, 2016), in Asian
countries, including Cambodia, Hong Kong, Indonesia, Thailand (Shoraku, 2008; Wong,
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2004), and in African countries (Botha, 2012). A few other nations adopted it at the beginning
of the 2000s. Those included the Philippines (Shoraku, 2008) and Mexico (Di Gropello, 2006).
The implementation of SBM in all has primarily been a strategy to address issues of basic
education to achieve EFA. This relates to student enrolment and to equality, efficiency,
community participation and quality (Di Gropello, 2006; Shoraku, 2008).
Certain commonalities of SBM practices can be identified across various developing
countries. First, schools are given a certain amount of money in the form of grants or funds and
have the authority to use it for such school matters as maintenance of school buildings and
purchase of equipment. Concurrently, they are responsible for developing school plans, for
implementing the plans, and for demonstrating accountability and transparency in relation to
program implementation. Secondly, as a vehicle for community participation in school
management, schools are required to establish school committees. A school committee might
consist of five to 10 members selected from the school community and staff. The
responsibilities of school committees are wide ranging. Usually they include developing school
plans, hiring and firing teachers, and administering funding (Akyeampong, 2004; BarreraOsorio et al., 2009; Channa, 2016; De Grauwe, 2005; Di Gropello, 2006; Shoraku, 2008; Todo,
Kozuka, & Sawada, 2016).
2.5 Overview of the Patterns of Centralisation and
Decentralisation of Education in Bhutan
2.5.1. Overview of the Patterns of Centralisation of Education in Bhutan
Education in Bhutan has been highly centralised ever since the establishment of schools in the
country. Authority to make key decisions lay with the Ministry of Education (MoE). It took
control of education objectives, curriculum, subjects taught, assessment, monitoring of schools,
recruitment of teachers, deployment of teaching and support staff, the medium of instruction
(English), and the training of educators working at all education levels. From 1961 to 2008,
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education became even more centralised. National policies, programs, and logistics were
formulated by the Ministry of Education. The district education offices functioned primarily as
implementers of government policies and were responsible for ensuring that all schools
implemented the mandated central policies. That was because of the existence of a smaller
number of schools and students at that time than is currently the case. As the number of schools
expanded and the enrolment of students increased, and decentralisation of education was
initiated through delegation and devolution of authority from the Ministry of Education to the
districts, and then in certain areas to the schools themselves.
The Bhutanese education system is deeply rooted in its traditions and Buddhist values.
However, it has also been resilient and open to changes. In the past, it underwent various
reforms such as the introduction of the New Approach to Primary Education (NAPE) in 1985
in partnership with English, Irish and Welsh educationists, the aim being to change the
approach to teaching and learning from being didactic to being more student-centred. In the
1990s, in collaboration with Australian educators, multigrade teaching and in-service teacher
professional learning programs were introduced to enhance the quality of education in the
country (Schuelka & Maxwell, 2016).
The rewriting of school curricula began in 2004, with the help of Canadian educators.
That involved changing a curriculum based on the Indian curriculum to a Bhutanese curriculum
that allowed teachers to teach Bhutanese culture and values. It also freed the schools from the
pressure of external examinations conducted by the Indian board of examinations. Further, as
has been noted, “the more Bhutan’s education system interacted with good models and best
practices available elsewhere, the more it recognised the value of intelligent adaptation and
careful blending and, through these, balanced tradition and modernity” (Schuelka & Maxwell,
2016, p. viii).
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The Buddhist values of selflessness and commitment to others, harmonious coexistence, and mind training leading to the development of compassion to all sentient beings,
have influenced the education leadership style (Schuelka & Maxwell, 2016). Also, with
development and modernization in Bhutan taking place, its cultural identity is constantly
emphasised for young people.
2.5.2. Overview of the Patterns of Decentralisation of Education in Bhutan
Both in the past and at present the kings of Bhutan have emphasised the importance of
education over all other aspects of development since the quality of education received by the
younger generation has been seen to be crucial in determining the future of Bhutan. The
Ministry of Education (MoE) launched ‘Educating for GNH’ in all of the nation’s schools in
2010. That policy was emphasised in the Bhutan Education Blueprint 2014 – 2024: Rethinking
Education, that mandated a rethinking of education policies and programs in the country
(Schuelka & Maxwell, 2016). Four aspirations were outlined to guide developments over the
next decade – achieving access to education, achieving quality education, achieving equity in
education, and achieving system efficiency (Ministry of Education, 2014a). Furthermore,
leadership in schools is seen as being vital for achieving the goals of the Bhutan Education
Blueprint 2014 -2024: Rethinking Education.
Guided by the GNH philosophy, curriculum and pedagogy have been aligned since
2010 under ‘Educating for GNH’. The GNH values are fundamental and universal values that
are taught to the students in the schools. Some of those underpinning the associated
transformative universal development goals relate to health and well-being, cultural diversity,
sustainable agriculture and ecosystems, early childhood development, genetic resources and
traditional and shared responsibility. They resonate with the country’s education policies and
programs (Schuelka & Maxwell, 2016).
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Ahonen et al. (2013) found that the Bhutanese culture and GNH philosophy are
consistent with sustainable development values. They concluded that the country’s education
system had made profound changes by implementing GNH values in teaching and learning in
the classrooms. They proposed that they may even serve as an alternative education model for
sustainable development in other countries. Accordingly, they argued that in its efforts to
transform education through GNH values and principles, Bhutan was leading other countries
in terms of having a holistic development paradigm (Ahonen et al., 2013).
There are many other reforms taking place in the education system in Bhutan. In 2014,
19 schools were granted autonomy to improve efficiency in providing quality education. It was
soon found that the schools were now performing better due to prompt decision making, having
the ability to raise funds and being able to prioritize budgets and resources for teaching and
learning (Ministry of Education, 2014b). In the same year some schools were restructured and
converted to central schools, which were granted financial and administrative autonomy
(Schuelka & Maxwell, 2016). Moreover, with the implementation of a Teacher HR policy
(2014), teachers and principals have been engaged in continuous professional learning and
development to become competent teachers and leaders for the 21st Century. Over the period
of a year, teachers are expected to attend or facilitate at least 80 hours of professional
development.
Schools in Bhutan were fairly autonomous until the 1990s and principals had control
over the management of finance and human resources. Apart from some occasional visits from
the education monitoring team of the Ministry of Education, they functioned independently.
However, their autonomy and independence were not due to any conscious decisions taken on
the matter. Rather, it was so because of such circumstances as the isolation and remote location
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of the schools due to lack of quality transportation and good communication facilities (Ministry
of Education, 2016).
With the advent of socio-economic development and political reforms, responsibilities
and power were devolved to the grassroots’ levels. Thus, schools were handed over to their
respective districts. From then on, the district level authorities were responsible for prioritizing
budgets and for the deployment of teachers to the schools (Ministry of Education, 2016).
Because the Ministry of Education devolved authority for education management to
district education offices, the role of the Ministry of Education has changed significantly. The
main responsibilities are coordinating education management, developing education personnel,
and managing the supply of education facilities across districts. In order to implement their
roles and responsibilities, the Ministry of Education receives funding from the central
government through the national budget.
Notwithstanding the advent of the education decentralisation policy however, the
central government still controls education. It has retained authority for the establishment of
national education policies and standards in order to assure the quality of education nationally.
For instance, it controls the prescription of minimum service standards for education in relation
to the processes of education, competency of graduates, personnel in education, facilities,
management, and funding.
At present, the responsibility for the administration of education in Bhutan is shared
amongst the Ministry of Education (MoE), The Royal Education Council (REC), Bhutan
Council for School Examination and Assessment (BCSEA), Ministry of Labour and Human
Resources (MoLHR), Royal University of Bhutan (RUB) and Khesar Gyalpo University of
Medical Sciences of Bhutan (KGUMSB), and other autonomous tertiary institutes and districts.
The Ministry of Education is responsible for framing policies, the planning and administration
of basic education (PP to Grade 10), higher secondary school education (Grades 11 & 12), and
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the design and implementation of higher education policy. Curriculum development for school
education is the responsibility of the REC. The district administrations are entrusted with a
wide range of responsibilities that include school construction and maintenance, supply of
teaching and learning resources, deployment of teachers within the districts, and the
implementation of national policies. Those responsibilities are carried out from district
education offices whose officers report to the governor and the Ministry of Education. The
MoLHR is responsible for providing technical and vocational education and training for grade
10 graduates. Similarly, RUB, KGUMSB, and other tertiary institutes are responsible for the
provision of higher education programs for grade 12 graduates.
Although each organisation mentioned above had their own responsibilities in the
administration of education in Bhutan, often times roles were duplicated since there was no
clear written policy. For example, REC an autonomous agency was mandated to carry out
educational research in the country and bring improvement in the system while the Department
of Curriculum Research and Development (DCRD) under the Ministry of Education was to
develop school curriculum and develop curricular materials for schools. However, both the
organisations landed up doing the same work for many years. In 2014, REC and erstwhile
DCRD were merged together to work on education research, curriculum and teacher
development. It was to avoid overlapping and duplication of roles and functions of the two
organisations.
In 2018, the general education system had 512 schools, including 63 central schools,
40 autonomous schools and 36 private schools (Ministry of Education, Annual Education
Statistics, 2018). Out of that, 308 were primary schools, which included 14 private schools.
This means 61.5 per cent of schools in the country were at primary school level with an
enrolment of 92298 students in 2018 according to the Annual Education Statistics. Only 3.2
per cent of children of primary school-going age were out of school. Those children were
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assumed to be in remote and difficult areas, from nomadic communities and migrant
populations, from a cohort with learning disabilities, and also from dropout cohorts.

2.5.2.1 Overview of School-Based Management (SBM) in Bhutan
Education decentralisation in Bhutan has led to the devolution of authority for education
management to the school level. This is overseen in each school by the School Management
Board (SMB). It is based on the 9th Quarterly Policy Guidelines and Instructions of 1992,
which mandate that the schools form school management boards. The Ministry of Education
defined SMB as “the highest decision-making body to whom the school should be accountable”
(Ministry of Education, 2016, p. 54).
The SMB consists of a ‘competent’ parent nominated as the chairperson. The governor
or the village head can also be a candidate for the post. The school principal is both a member
and the secretary. There can be five to eight other members, consisting of two parent
representatives, one representative from local government, two student leaders representing
students, deputy-principals, and a senior teacher representing school staff (Ministry of
Education, 2016).
The term of office of the SMB members is three years. The board serves as a legislative
body in the school. Its members are expected to be vibrant and act as a bridge between the
school and the community, while also be a platform to enhance greater community
participation in the school’s development. The detailed functions of an SMB are stated below:
•

Provide vision and direction to the school

•

Safeguard the school level policies and enhance efficiency in management

•

Approve programs and activities

•

Ensure reviews and assessment of the school’s performance work
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•

Facilitate support to the school to plan and carry out development work

•

Mobilize human and material resources support from the community

•

Assist in organizing major school events

•

Provide guidance and support to the school management team. (Ministry of
Education, 2016, p. 54)

The School Management Team (SMT) consists of the principal, deputy-principal/s and
teachers holding key responsibilities.
The size and composition of the team depends on the size of the school. The team
executes the decisions taken by the SMB. The principal is the chairperson and the team is meant
to ensure the smooth functioning of the school. It makes collective decisions on the
implementation of the policy. The main functions of a SMT includes the following:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Set goals to implement the policies and plans
Implement school programs and activities
Estimate budget and submit to the SMB for approval
Form committees and assign tasks with well-defined job descriptions
Plan and carry out school level monitoring and support services through School
Self- Assessment (SSA)
Conduct professional development programs
Nominate staff for CBIP/DBIP/NBIP (professional development programs) and
any ad hoc invitations
Assess the performance of staff and provide feedback for improvement
Manage situational crises or emergencies in the school
Monitor, evaluate programs and provide support services
Appraise SMB and the staff on government's policy directives. (Ministry of
Education, 2016, p.55)

As mentioned earlier, SMB was mandated to be established in every school from 1992.
However, it was only in 2014 that the Ministry of Education granted autonomy to some higher
secondary schools that allowed them to function on their own. Other schools were also
encouraged to put forward their proposals to the Ministry of Education for autonomy. In
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addition, in 2015 the Ministry of Education designated 51 secondary schools as ‘central
schools’ in a move to consolidate the limited resources available. It was assumed that that
would enhance the quality of teaching and learning in the schools. All of the ‘central schools’
are autonomous but not all ‘autonomous schools’ are ‘central schools.’ Both types of schools
are supported through public funding.
2.6 A Specific Context of SMB: Primary Schools in Challenging Circumstances
Geographically and Demographically
Schools located in rural areas in districts that are relatively isolated, are in areas remote from
district offices, are in low socio-economic settings, and exist in many countries, both developed
and developing. Often, those schools are small and low-performing due to their isolated
locations and lack of external support. Yet, their performance and vitality are crucial for the
community they serve since parents and students have less choice of schooling than those in
more favoured areas (Clarke, 2002; Tuck, 2009). Today, within the SBM framework, they can
even face greater challenges than before, yet their distinctive circumstances have not yet been
acknowledged (Andriani et al., 2019; Clarke & Wildy, 2004; Wildy & Clarke, 2012).
Teaching tasks in those schools require much more effort and higher commitment than
is required in wealthy or large schools. However, it has been known for quite a long time that
governments often mandate wide responsibility for school management in those less well-off
schools as a consequence of SBM policy without restructuring the teaching work (Dunning,
1993). It has also been known for a long time that schools can also be subjected to increased
expectations as well as growing demands for accountability from parents, governors,
administrators and politicians (Clarke & Wildy, 2004; Dunning, 1993). Yet, they may lack the
resources and support to meet expectations and demands due to their disadvantaged situation.
Many students in such schools have relatively low school attendance levels.
Accordingly, their academic performance on standardised testing in literacy and numeracy can
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often be low (Barty et al., 2005). Studies further show that students in such schools can
sometimes be more difficult to educate. They may have less parental encouragement to go to
school because the curriculum might be seen as being irrelevant to their lives. There can also
be other demands on their time, such as helping with agricultural tasks. Further, they often do
not have sufficient support in their learning at home since their parents are often insufficiently
educated to be able to help them to learn (Taylor & Mulhall, 2001; World Bank, 2008). In
addition, adequate learning facilities are often unavailable, with homes and schools in rural
areas often being ill-equipped to meet the study needs of children. That can include an absence
of electricity (Kasturiarachchi, 2019; Taylor & Mulhall, 2001).
The schools in question also tend to have low staff numbers (Tuck, 2009) and teachers
may be poorly qualified. A study undertaken in rural and remote schools in mountainous areas
in Pakistan pointed out that teachers lacked such pedagogical skills as how to develop lesson
plans and teach in interactive ways (Nawab, 2011). Such situations cannot easily be improved
as it is difficult to attract, post, and retain well qualified and experienced teachers in rural
schools (Clarke & Wildy, 2004; Mulford et al., 2008) since many prefer to teach in urban areas.
Poor quality and lack of career prospects in rural schools are the common reasons for the
situation (World Bank, 2008). Also, teachers in such schools frequently do not have much free
time to engage in professional development because of high workloads and little support from
their principals (Nawab, 2011). Concurrently, schools’ authorities often do not have enough
money to pay for activities that might motivate teachers to improve their work. As a result,
many teachers look for better opportunities elsewhere (Nawab, 2011) and regularly leave the
teaching profession.
Evidence also shows that school leaders in such schools may not be capable of doing
the required work. It is often the case, for example, that they are young and inexperienced, at
least at the level of initiating, implementing and sustaining school improvement (Clarke &
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Wildy, 2011; Day et al., 2009). Studies have identified several problems that have led to a poor
quality of school leaders. Research in the UK, for example, has shown that there can be
difficulty in recruiting and retaining school principals in challenging schools (Day et al., 2009).
Also, becoming a principal in a small school has often been viewed as a steppingstone in a
career structure. Thus, many appointees do not expect to stay long in their school (Clarke &
Wildy, 2011; Wildy & Clarke, 2012). Further, many lack preparation, induction, training and
education for appointment as a principal in small school in rural and remote context (Floyd &
Fuller, 2014; Wildy & Clarke, 2009; Wildy et al., 2014).
In their job, school leaders in such contexts often have little opportunity to develop their
professional capabilities. In this connection, research in Australia found that only a minority of
staff enjoyed collegial ways to exchange views and practices within their schools. In addition,
school principals regularly were not able to attend meetings or professional development
sessions conducted outside of school time to improve their leadership capacity as they did not
have time to attend or to travel long distances, or they could not leave school because of a
chronic shortage of substitute teachers (Clarke, 2003; Clarke & Stevens, 2009; Clarke & Wildy,
2011).
A high workload also may characterise school leaders’ responsibilities in rural and
remote areas. They regularly have heavy teaching loads, including teaching multi-grade groups
of students. At the same time, they are responsible for school management. As they do not have
deputies, assistants, or other teachers to support them and to share the responsibilities, their
double load often creates role tension between their teaching role and their managerial role
(Clarke, 2002; Starr & White, 2008). They can also struggle to meet the role demands made on
their time. For some, the difficulty of combining the two roles can push them to consider
applying for jobs in larger schools (Wilson & McPake, 2000). The job demands can also create
personal issues especially for novice principals. Indeed, when they are successful at engaging
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with a community, they may then have difficulties in achieving a balance between work, home,
family and self. Moreover, they may feel lonely and overwhelmed by their work (Clarke et al.,
2006).
Schools in rural and relatively isolated areas may also have limited external support
from parents and members of the community. When the community is situated in a low SES
area or in financial difficulty, it is often hard to gain support. On this, research back in the early
2000s in developing countries, including Tanzania, Sri Lanka, India, and Ethiopia, indicated
that in rural areas parental income levels were low, and so parents were not likely to make
financial contributions to their children’s schooling (Taylor & Mulhall, 2001). Also, parents
and communities in rural and isolated areas are commonly less educated than in urban areas.
Thus, their support for education development tends to be very low, as indicated by Lingam,
Lingam and Raghuwaiya, (2014) with regard to the Solomon Islands. In addition, conflicts in
communities, conservative local traditions, and a low level of trust within communities toward
schooling may hinder school improvement (Clarke & Wildy, 2011).
Furthermore, rural and isolated schools often receive little support from government.
In a number of African countries, most schools are rarely visited by district office personnel
due to such geographical factors as isolation, floods, bad infrastructure, transportation
problems and lack of budget (World Bank, 2008). Moreover, while smaller schools may not
receive administrative support in the same way as large schools enjoy because of low
enrolments, the principal is required to demonstrate full compliance with centrally mandated
policies (Wildy et al., 2014).
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2.7 Conclusion
This chapter began with an overview of history of Bhutan and its transition from being an
absolute monarchy to being a constitutional monarchy. This was followed by an overview of
centralisation and decentralisation in education internationally, especially in relation to
developing countries. Central education developments internationally associated with
decentralisation at the school level were also discussed, along with their role in the specific
context of schools in challenging circumstances geographically and demographically.
As this chapter has demonstrated, contemporary education realities in developing
countries have frequently been shaped by the dominance of Western ideas in education, by
government policies relating to both centralisation and decentralisation in education, and by
the specific context of disadvantaged areas where people experience isolation and low socioeconomic status. Such considerations help to contextualise the circumstances surrounding the
historical background to, and recent developments in, primary school leadership in Bhutan, as
well as current concerns of primary school leaders there.
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CHAPTER THREE
OVERVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
3.1 Introduction
This chapter provides a broad overview of the literature that informed the design of the study
reported in this thesis on primary school leadership in Bhutan. In particular, it relates to the fact
that Bhutan is a developing country where education was highly centralised for quite some
time before it became decentralised. The chapter also was based on an awareness that school
leaders in schools there face challenging circumstances both geographically and
demographically.
The chapter first presents an overview of school leadership and models of leadership in
general and in developing countries. These models informed the design of the study reported
later in this thesis as they provided a framework for considering national development and
education in developing countries that are in transition from being a monarchy to being a
democracy. It is followed by an overview of the literature on the advantages and disadvantages
of centralisation and decentralisation in education, and of school-based management (SBM).
This body of literature again informed the design of the study reported later in this thesis,
largely because Bhutan has been moving from a centralised to a decentralised education
system.
3.2 School Leadership
3.2.1 The role of school leadership for school improvement and school effectiveness
Leadership is commonly defined as a process to influence people’s attitudes and behaviour,
and also to influence the organisational system within which people work (Bush, 2011; Heck
& Hallinger, 2009). There has been growing consensus that school leadership is a major factor
that can influence school improvement and effectiveness (ten Bruggencate et al., 2012; Bush
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& Middlewood, 2005; Cheng, 2003; Hays, 2013; Leithwood, 2007; Leithwood et al., 2020;
Muijs et al., 2004; Ngcobo & Tikly, 2010; Simkin et al., 2010;). In particular, it is held that the
quality of school leadership can influence all school operations that can have an impact on
student learning performance. Research also suggests that the influence is often indirect, being
mediated by its effect on school and class conditions, that in turn can be supportive in raising
the quality of student learning (Leithwood & Levin, 2011; Leithwood et al., 2020).
Extensive studies in various contexts suggest that school leadership should inform four
core leadership practices: setting directions, developing people, redesigning organisations, and
managing instructional programs (Jacobson, 2011; Klar & Brewer, 2013; Leithwood et al.,
2020; Penlington et al., 2008; Ylimaki et al., 2008; Ylimaki et al., 2012). Each of these
practices is now considered in turn.
1. Setting directions
Research suggests that setting a clear direction is one of the core practices in which a successful
school leader engages. It includes developing, communicating, and articulating a clear shared
vision and creating high-performance expectations for students and teachers (Ahumada,
Galdames, & Clarke, 2016; Harris, 2010; Jacobson, 2011; Leithwood et al., 2020; Pashiardis
et al., 2011; Wallace Foundation, 2013; Ylimaki et al., 2012). In this connection, vision has
been regarded as being an essential component of effective leadership for more than 20 years
(Bush, 2011; Leithwood et al., 2020). It is commonly drawn from the core personal values of
the school leader. These can include respect for the individual, fairness, equality, integrity, and
honesty. They have been seen for some time as being important for guiding minimum standards
of conduct (Harris, 2010; Leithwood et al., 2020). Also, to be able to raise staff and student
expectations and commitment of high performance, the vision and values should be easily
understood, prioritized and exemplified by school leaders (Harris, 2010; Hays, 2013;
Leithwood et al., 2020).
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2. Developing people
Engagement in developing people is one of the core practices of successful school leadership
(Harris, 2010; Jacobson, 2011; Leithwood et al., 2020). The primary aim of this practice is
building not only the knowledge and skills that teachers and other staff need in order to
accomplish organisational goals, but also the dispositions of commitment, capacity and
resilience to persist in applying the knowledge and skills (Leithwood et al., 2008). Further, it
is suggested that important practices for a developing society are those of providing intellectual
stimulation, individual and collective support, and role modelling of appropriate values and
behaviour by the school leaders.
3. Redesigning the organisation
Successful leaders need to redesign an organisation. As research suggests, successful school
leadership involves making changes in organisational structures to strengthen school culture
and collaborative processes by removing obstacles to success (Gu & Johansson, 2013;
Jacobson, 2011; Klar & Brewer, 2013). The particular leadership practices identified as being
valuable for redesigning a school include developing cultures conducive to collaboration,
restructuring the school organisation, building productive relationships with parents and the
community, and connecting the school to its wider environment (Leithwood et al., 2008;
Leithwood et al., 2020).
4. Managing the instructional program
Managing the instructional program is also a characteristic of successful school leadership
(Leithwood et al., 2008; Leithwood et al., 2020). The primary aim of this practice is to create
productive working conditions for teachers. Specific associated practices include paying
attention to appropriate staffing of teaching programs, providing teaching support, monitoring
school activities and preventing staff from distractions in their work (Leithwood et al., 2008;
Leithwood et al., 2020; Ylimaki et al., 2008).
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3.2.2. The importance of considering the contexts of school leadership
Context matters for school leaders. Over 20 years ago, Gronn and Ribbins (1996) argued that
a “context of situation, culture and history constrains leadership and gives its meaning. It is a
vehicle through which particular leaders can be empirically understood” (p. 454). On this, it
was later stressed by Clarke and Wildy (2004) that leadership is generally context-bound and,
accordingly, should be understood from the ‘inside out’, meaning from the perspective of the
actual leaders and as they interact with others in a specific context. Similarly, O’ Donoghue
and Clarke (2010) explained that having an understanding of leadership in complex and diverse
contexts can enable leaders to respond effectively to the problems and challenges encountered
by them in their schools.
Research also suggests that turning around schools or sustaining improvement requires
context-responsive leadership (Garza Jr. et al., 2011; Gordon & Patterson, 2006; Gu &
Johansson, 2013; Hallinger et al., 2015; Harris & Jones 2018; Khalifa, 2012; Lee & Hallinger
2012; West et al., 2005). A study of an African American principal in a challenging urban
school, for example, detailed how the principal turned around the school successfully through
being sensitive to one significant contextual challenge, namely, poor relations with parents and
the local community (Khalifa, 2012). Responding to the challenge, the principal practiced
community leadership by creating structures and processes that unified the home and school
environments, and that provided advocacy for community concerns. This led to the
development of trust and rapport between school and community, thus leading to high support
by parents in dealing with their children. Eventually, it also improved student learning
outcomes.
In being contextually bound, school leaders need to take various appropriate leadership
actions. These actions arise from an interplay with contexts (Gillet et al., 2016; Leithwood et
al., 2008; Ylimaki et al., 2008; Ylimaki et al., 2012). Further, they might not reflect such
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standard leadership models as transformational and instructional leadership. For example, in
attempting to successfully lead school change, the principal of a primary school in the UK
implemented new policies mandated by the government only when he saw that they were
relevant to what schools were doing, in part or as a whole. If they were not relevant, the
principal set them aside. This resulted in staff developing a positive view and participating in
a school reform process (Penlington et al., 2008).
3.2.3 School leadership and school-based management (SBM)
Good school management is deemed to be essential in the assessment of access to education
and also in influencing the quality of education. Further, it has been found that management
can be crucial in the decentralization of school systems. The qualifications of school
administrators, and especially the principals, can be very important in trying to promote the
efficiency and effectiveness of school management. It is also regularly assumed that school
management personnel will be more responsive if the qualifications and experience of
administrators are high (Behrman et al., 2002; Hopkins & Craig 2015).

SBM involves devolving a level of authority to the school principal, in collaboration
with a school committee, to make decisions on school governance and management (Arar &
Nasra, 2020; Bruns et al., 2011). While the authority can be handed over, accountability is also
a requirement. Accordingly, schools have to be accountable for their decisions to stakeholders.
This is usually in the form of school reports detailing academic, financial, and administrative
matters (Arar & Nasra, 2020; Fasli & Yulaelawati, 2006). The mandate also often requires that
there be changes to existing approaches to school leadership.
Traditionally, school leadership has resided with the principal. Under SBM, school
leadership is no longer the sole responsibility of him or her. Instead, it is expected that it will
be shared or distributed among school members (Arar & Nasra, 2020; Briggs & Wohlstetter,
2003; Cranston, 2001; de Guzman, 2006; Muijs, 2012; Parker & Raihani, 2011), thus hopefully
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empowering teachers and developing the school’s capacity for change (Arar & Nasra, 2020;
Pan & Chen, 2011). In response to the need for such leadership, a wide range of appropriate
school leadership models has been proposed to try to ensure the success of SBM. Amongst the
popular and widely applied models are those of instructional leadership, transformational
leadership, and shared or distributed leadership. Each model is underpinned by arguments
underlining how it supports SBM.

The instructional leadership model became very popular in the early 1980s (Goddard,
2003; Hallinger, 2003). It was developed in North America and has been advocated by some
over the past 15 years, as an ideal form of school leadership not only in Western contexts like
Australia, but also in Asia (Mulford, 2008). Further, the model became a popular choice for
implementing school reforms that focused on such core areas as curriculum and instruction
(Leithwood et al., 1999; Mulford, 2008). Also, the primary focus of instructional leadership
for SBM has been seen to be the strength of this model. In particular, it is seen to facilitate
school leaders in meeting accountability demands, particularly in terms of student achievement
(Aas & Brandmo, 2016; Bush, 2011; Piot, 2015; Sofo et al., 2012).

The concept of instructional leadership was developed in detail by Hallinger (2003).
He promoted it as having three goals: (1) defining the school’s mission, (2) managing the
instructional program, and (3) promoting a positive school learning climate. First, defining the
school’s mission includes working with staff to ensure that a school has clear and measurable
goals that can be clearly communicated throughout the school community. These goals are
mainly concerned with the academic progress of the students. Secondly, managing a school’s
instructional program requires that the school principal is deeply involved with the school’s
curriculum, including supervision of classroom instruction, managing the curriculum, and
monitoring students’ progress. The school principal is also expected to lead improvement in
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the school’s climate by ensuring that there is a high standard of excellence. Crucial in this, it is
argued, is adopting high expectations in the school community. This includes providing
incentives for students and staff, maintaining transparency, and protecting the instructional
hours from being consumed by managerial duties.
In the last few years, and particularly in England since around 2010, the term
instructional leadership has been superseded by the notion of ‘learning-centred leadership’
(Bush, 2011). Brundrett and Rhodes (2010) argued that this concept is broader than
instructional leadership, which is primarily concerned with ensuring teaching quality. Instead,
learning-centred leadership incorporates a wide spectrum of leadership actions to support
learning and learning outcomes. It involves modelling, monitoring, and professional dialogue
and discussion. Together, these three strategies can, it is held, create powerful learning for
teachers and school leaders (Bellibas et al., 2020; Luyten & Bazo, 2019; Southworth, 2002)
that is important for school development.
Transformational leadership is another leadership model widely referred to in relation
to SBM (Abu-Duhou, 1999; Leithwood et al., 1999; Luyten & Bazo, 2019; Ngang, 2011). This
essentially is a form of leadership that engages leaders and followers based on values and
morals, rather than being for material or external rewards (Bass & Riggio, 2006; Burns, 1978;
Leithwood & Jantzi, 2005; Luyten & Bazo, 2019). Transformational leadership practices based
on vision and values are considered to be effective in establishing cultures necessary for the
success of education reforms (Liu, 2013; Ngang, 2011). Where SBM is adopted in a context in
which there is a transition from dependency on a centralised structure, towards autonomy in a
decentralised structure, transformational leadership is considered to be effective for building a
culture of service at the centre and a culture of independence and initiative among principals
and teachers (Abu-Duhou, 1999; Luyten & Bazo, 2019).
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Transformational leadership was widely promoted by Burns (1978) back in the 1970s.
He contrasted it with that of transactional leadership. The transactional model promotes
engaging leaders and followers based on the transaction of money or performance. In contrast,
transformational leadership “occurs when one or more persons engage [original italics] with
others in such a way that leaders and followers raise one another to higher levels of motivation
and morality” (Burns, 1978, p. 20). This model was developed for the field of education by,
amongst others, Bass and Riggio (2006) and Leithwood et al. (1999).
According to Bass and Riggio (2006) transformational leadership involves an
advancement on transactional leadership. While transactional leadership fulfils the basic needs
of the followers, transformational leadership, requires leaders to satisfy the basic needs of their
followers, and then elevating them to such higher-level needs as those of ‘self-esteem’ and
‘self-actualisation’, and also to valuing them (Hall et al., 2011; Luyten & Bazo, 2019). In
addition, Bass and Riggio (2006) proposed four components of transformational leadership:
idealized influence, inspirational motivation, intellectual stimulation, and individualized
consideration. ‘Idealized influence’ means that transformational leaders serve as ideal models
for their followers. ‘Inspirational motivation’ involves motivating and inspiring followers by
providing them with meaningful and challenging work, displaying enthusiasm and optimism,
and developing collaborative teamwork. ‘Intellectual stimulation’ includes stimulating
followers’ innovation and creativity by questioning assumptions, reframing problems, and
approaching old situations in new ways. Finally, ‘individualized consideration’ relates to
leaders paying attention to follower’s individual needs for their achievement and growth by
acting as coaches and mentors (Amankwaa et al., 2019; Barnett et al., 2001; Bass & Riggio,
2006).
Included in Bass and Riggio’s transformational leadership model are two additional
leadership elements, with subsets related to practices. These are transactional leadership and
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non-leadership. Transactional leadership is based on a simple exchange relationship with
followers. It includes the practices of providing contingent reward and engaging in
management by being exception-active, through which the leader continuously monitors the
performance of each of his or her subordinates and makes corrections when needed. Nonleadership is the absence of leadership. This includes laissez-faire leadership and management
by being exception-passive, through which leaders make corrections only when issues emerge
(Amankwaa et al., 2019; Barnett et al., 2001; Bass & Riggio, 2006). Strong transformational
leaders tend to also demonstrate strong transactional leadership practices (Amankwaa et al.,
2019; Bass & Riggio, 2006).
The transformational leadership model was developed for schools by, amongst others,
Leithwood et al. (1999). It has three dimensions; setting direction, developing people, and
redesigning the organization. Setting direction involves engaging in practices for building a
shared vision, developing consensus about goals, and creating a high-performance expectation.
Developing people involves engaging in practices concerned with providing individualised
support, creating intellectual stimulation, and modelling practices and values which are deemed
to be important. Redesigning an organisation refers to building culture, creating and
maintaining shared decision-making structures and processes, and building relationships with
the community.
Transformational leadership, however, may not be effective when an education system
is highly centralised, directed, and controlled. In England, for instance, it was noted in 2011
that intervention by government in the domains of school aims, curriculum content, pedagogy,
and values, was increasing (Bush, 2011). This, as research results have suggested, was
dramatically reducing the possibility of realising a genuinely transformational education and
leadership. Transformational leadership in this context, it was being argued, was merely about
the translation of government policy into practice (Bottery, 2001; Hartley, 2004).
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Distributed leadership is another leadership model that has been widely proposed for
ensuring the success of SBM (Briggs & Wohlstetter, 2003; du Plessis & Heystek, 2020; Muijs,
2012; Saputra, 2020). As Hartley (2010) suggested, it is a pragmatic leadership approach to
respond to extra responsibilities imposed on schools from the 1990s as a consequence of the
implementation of SBM in many countries. It is a form of school leadership where individuals,
including the principal, teachers, and members of school staff, collaborate in order to extend
and enhance leadership capacity within or across organisations (du Plessis & Heystek, 2019;
Heck & Hallinger, 2009; Muijs, 2012). The key principle in this model is that empowerment
is achievable by working with and through others. As such, it requires school leaders to operate
in non-hierarchical, trusting and mutually respectful ways (Liu, 2020; Mulford, 2008).
Evidence shows that leadership roles in successful SBM schools have increased and, in
some cases, has been shared. A study in Chicago nearly 20 years ago demonstrated that a
successful SBM approach was distributed leadership to school site councils in the area of
school operations. It related to issues to do with resources and safety (Briggs & Wohlstetter,
2003). Leadership was also distributed to teachers and other school leaders besides the
principal in areas related to teaching and learning, curriculum, professional development, and
instructional practices.
At the same time, distributed leadership may be difficult to practice. It requires an
organisational structure which allows schools to operate in a fluid, organic and spontaneous
culture (Harris, 2005; Liu, 2020). In addition, while it requires a formal leader to be established,
he or she might later come to feel threatened by teachers taking on leadership roles (Bush,
2011; Harris, 2005; Liu, 2020).
3.2.4. School leadership in challenging circumstances
School leadership provided by the principal can have a significant effect on school
improvement and effectiveness. This can be most evident in schools in challenging
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circumstances (Bush et al., 2019; Day, 2005; Finnigan, 2012; Gu & Johansson, 2013; Harris,
2010; Jacobson, 2011; Khalifa, 2012; Klar & Brewer, 2013; Ylimaki et al., 2008; Ylimaki et
al., 2012). Over 20 years ago, a review of the literature identified some common features of
effective leadership in challenging circumstances. These included vision and values,
distributed leadership, learner-centred leadership, investment in staff development, and
community building (Muijs et al., 2004).
Establishing a clear vision and value is critical for school leaders working in
challenging circumstances. In this regard, a review of literature in 2010, suggested that setting
a vision is important to provide direction (Harris, 2010). Also, modelling and promoting such
values as respect, fairness, equality, caring for the well-being and whole development of
students and staff, and acting with integrity and honesty, can, it was concluded, help build staff
confidence for the success of school reform (Harris, 2010). In this regard, one study indicated
that successful principals in small and rural schools in Australia tended to be very respectful of
their teachers’ time and did not expect them to contribute to the writing of whole-school policy
documents (Wildy & Clarke, 2012).
Some argue that because school leaders working in challenging circumstances have to
deal with complex problems, leadership cannot be undertaken successfully by a single
individual. Evidence indicates that school leaders in such circumstances require distributed or
shared forms of leadership, where the conducting of leadership tasks are not even the sole
responsibility of the leadership team (Harris, 2010; Muijs et al., 2004; Wildy et al., 2014).
Effective principals in such settings, it has also been argued, tend not only to distribute certain
strategic leadership responsibilities to teams and individuals within the school, they clearly
recognise that they are responsible for all decisions made, while acknowledging that it is
important to empower staff to lead important initiatives or developments within the school
(Bush et al., 2019; Harris, 2010).
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Effective leaders in schools facing challenging circumstances, it has been further
argued, prioritise improvement of teaching and learning quality, see it as being the centre of all
development work, and ensure that all teachers focus upon it (Bush et al., 2019; Harris, 2010).
They place a strong emphasis upon student achievement and learning, and on conditions that
can lead to high student performance. They set high expectations for students, emphasize
consistency in teaching practices, and provide clear rules about behaviour and discipline. Their
central development focus is on improving the quality of teaching and learning. In this way,
they are also effective instructional leaders (Bush et al., 2019; Harris, 2010).
Effective leaders in schools facing challenging circumstances recognise the importance
of continuous professional development (Daniels et al., 2019; Harris, 2010; Muijs et al., 2004).
This means that time needs to be allocated for staff development and that teachers be given
opportunities to meet and discuss issues. Teaching quality is monitored and reviewed, and
internal accountability processes need to be firmly in place. Effective leaders in such settings
also do not ignore or tolerate poor teaching within their schools. Where such teaching does
exist, it should be confronted, and ways should be sought to improve performance. In the
majority of cases, a combination of structured support, monitoring, and individual development
programs can help to address problems (Daniels et al., 2019; Harris, 2010). Staff development
can be a very important means of maintaining staff morale, motivation, and positive
relationships between staff as it encourages collaboration and sharing of ideas, especially in
schools facing challenging circumstances (Daniels et al., 2019; Harris, 2010).
Research also indicates that effective leaders in schools in challenging contexts tend to
be acutely aware of the need to engage with their communities (Harris, 2010; Jacobson, 2011;
Khalifa, 2012; Muijs et al., 2004; Pashiardis et al., 2011; Penlington et al., 2008; Wildy et al.,
2014). This can be achieved in part, it is held, by communicating regularly with parents and
gaining trust by showing genuine care for young people. Leaders who do this understand the
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forces within a community that can impede learning. They are also aware of the negative force
of subcultures and they regularly listen to parents’ views and opinions. Further, effective
leaders, according to the research, recognise that family, school, and community relationships
directly affect student outcomes. Hence, it is argued that there is a need to connect with the
community (Epstein, 2019; Harris, 2010).
External support is another factor that has been found to be important for school
improvement in disadvantaged areas. One way of generating such support is through the
creation of network of schools that can support each other (Harris, 2010; Msila, 2010; Muijs,
2015). In this connection, research suggests that effective networking for school improvement
can involve high and low performing schools, with the high performing schools supporting the
low performing ones (Yancoviv et al., 2019). Further, it is held that there is a need to focus on
the development of teaching and learning, and also on the leadership capability of school
leaders, in supported schools (Muijs, 2015). Such external monitoring as school inspection with
a clear school improvement motive has also been stated to be important (Harris, 2010;
Yancoviv et al., 2019).
In addition, resources, especially funding, have for some time been recognised as being
essential (Muijs et al., 2004). A study conducted in private rural and remote schools in Palestine
demonstrated that when schools have poor capacity to provide financial support for their
teachers, the teachers may lose motivation and look for opportunities to find a new job (Nawab,
2011). They may also look for incentives.
Studies have also shown that school leaders in rural and isolated schools may be
challenged in offering effective leadership due to contextual complexities (Clarke, 2002;
Clarke & Stevens, 2009; Clarke & Wildy, 2004; Meyer & Patuawa, 2020; Nawab, 2011). These
complexities can include a combination of factors; for example, high workload, unqualified
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staff, poor school leaders, poor financial situations, and low external support from local
communities and districts.
There has been evidence for some time that despite the benefits of distributing
leadership, single or autocratic leadership is still dominant in rural and isolated schools in many
contexts (Nawab, 2011). Again, a study in rural, remote and mountainous schools in Palestine
demonstrated that a traditional approach of autocratic leadership was dominant there, with few
possibilities existing to practice shared or distributed leadership. This is usually because the
leaders believe that teachers should not have meaningful input in decision making. As a result,
teachers demonstrated low work commitment (Nawab, 2011). In addition, when bureaucracy
still prevails, school principals may be reluctant to share administrative power and teachers
may be reluctant to take on responsibilities, beyond their traditional role (Boru, 2020; Pan &
Chen, 2011).
Providing continuous professional development for teachers in certain contexts can also
be difficult. The principals in private rural and remote schools in Nawab’s (2011) study
revealed that while they ran school-based professional development activities for their regular
teachers to update their pedagogical knowledge, teachers did not actively take part due to
having a high workload. Further, even though evidence suggests that building strong
relationships with communities is crucial, they are not always established (Clarke & Wildy,
2004, 2011; Lingam et al., 2014). For example, a study in rural and remote schools in Solomon
Islands reported that school leaders faced difficulties in building strong relationship and
gaining support from the community when the school board and the community leaders were
poorly educated and had limited knowledge about the latest developments in education
(Lingam et al., 2014).
Having a focus on instruction for school leaders, and especially principals, can often be
difficult. There is evidence that SBM policy can increase the managerial work of principals in
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small isolated schools. It may include revising and updating school documents, including a
school’s strategic plan and school policies (Clarke & Wildy, 2004; Ghani et al., 2020).
Principals in such situations often also have to teach. This can create tensions for them between
the professional concerns of teaching and the demands of management and leadership (Clarke
& Stevens, 2009; Wilson & Brundrett, 2005). It can also put up a barrier to providing regular
mentoring for new teachers (Tuck, 2009). In addition, research has shown that education
leaders in remote and rural areas have high job demands associated with leadership in relation
to personnel, education and the community. Particularly in remote schools, job demands
associated with the attraction and retention of teachers and support staff are also very high
(Drummond & Halsey, 2013).
Finally, while developing and maintaining networks is important, the principal may not
have enough time for conducting these. In this regard, research in small, rural, and remote
schools in Australia suggested that lack of time can prevent teaching principals from
developing and maintaining appropriate networks (Clarke, 2003). Also, remoteness can often
result in schools being overlooked by district offices. For example, Australian principals in
certain small, remote, and rural schools reported that isolation led to their schools lacking
support for their students and to having unwanted teachers placed with them by District Offices
(Clarke & Stevens, 2009).
3.2.5. The importance of school leadership in developing countries
Over the last three decades, the number of studies on school leadership has increased
dramatically. However, they are mostly focused on education leadership in Western countries
(Clarke & O’Donoghue, 2019; Dimmock & Walker, 2000) and have largely ignored school
leadership in developing countries (Clarke & O’Donoghue, 2019; Floyd & Fuller, 2016;
Simkin et al., 2010). Also, a literature review on this area in 2013 indicated that the body of
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research on education leadership in Asian countries was very small (Hallinger & Bryant,
2013a).
Regarding Bhutan, very few studies on school leadership have been conducted (Dema,
2017; Drukpa, 2009; Tashi, 2015). Moreover, the few that exist tend to focus on school
leadership models, practices, and characteristics. Dema (2017) examined the narratives of
female education leaders in Bhutan. She highlighted the challenges and opportunities faced by
female leaders in a male dominated occupation. Tashi (2015) explored the practice of
distributed leadership by teachers in Bhutan. He concluded that maximum participation by
teachers took place when there were shared responsibilities and also when there was maximum
engagement of teachers in leadership practices.
Jamtsho (2017) examined the experiences of Bhutanese teachers in ‘wellbeing’
leadership roles. His results suggested that they face numerous challenges in implementing a
whole school approach to student wellbeing that revolves around culture and context. Drukpa
(2009) conducted a study on the key elements of effective principal leadership in primary and
lower secondary schools in Bhutan. He identified four main areas that need addressing for
encouraging effective principal leadership: roles and responsibilities, characteristics,
leadership styles and priorities for effective leadership.
In none of the studies mentioned above was attention given to school leadership in
challenging circumstances both geographically and demographically. Also, while
decentralisation in education has been a policy regarding schooling in Bhutan since 1992, few
studies on school leadership have been undertaken in relation to it (Tashi, 2015). Luyten and
Dolkar (2010) examined school-based assessment in high stakes examinations in Bhutan. They
explored inconsistencies between external examination scores, school-based assessments,
detailed teacher ratings and student self-ratings.
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Gordon (2013) explored challenges faced by teachers and principals in nine ‘beacon’
schools in Bhutan. He highlighted the situation of teachers working under difficult conditions
with minimal support from relevant stakeholders. His study, however, is an exception. Other
studies on decentralisation in education in the nation focused broadly on the impact on access,
quality, spending on education, equity in primary and secondary schooling, and the quality of
education service delivery (Ministry of Education, 2014a). Further, studies on decentralisation
in education at the school level in Bhutan focused on community participation, school
management structures, autonomy, accountability and transparency, developments and
participatory decision-making processes at schools, and the authority of the local school
communities (Behrman et al., 2002; World Bank, 2018).
Overall, it can be seen from considerations in this chapter on relevant literature that
very few studies on school leadership in developing countries and particularly in relation to
Bhutan, have been conducted. Furthermore, no research has been conducted on schools in
challenging circumstances in Bhutan, both geographically and demographically, where SBM
is a policy. Thus, research is needed to fill this gap because of its importance in informing
school leadership policy and planning, and the importance also of harnessing leadership to
promote students’ learning and school effectiveness in the nation. The study reported in this
thesis was undertaken with this in mind. The aim was to address the matter in relation to
primary school leadership in Bhutan, focusing specifically on the historical background,
current developments, and current issues of concern for primary school leaders in challenging
circumstances, geographically and demographically where SBM is a policy.
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3.3 Overview of Advantages and Disadvantages of Centralisation and Decentralisation
in Education

Both centralisation and decentralisation in education still prevail in many countries around the
world. Each approach is regarded as having advantages and disadvantages. This section of the
chapter now provides an overview of these approaches, first, in general, secondly in relation to
developing countries, and thirdly in relation to Bhutan.
3.3.1. Overview of the Literature on Advantages and Disadvantages of Centralisation and
Decentralisation in Education
Centralisation in education has prevailed in many countries around the world as an effort to
improve education services. In general, the proponents of centralisation argued that it can bring
quality, equality, equity, and efficiency to an education system. For some time, it was seen by
many to be an effective means to achieve quality and equality as it allows governments to
provide education according to certain standards of quality to a large population. This was
sought through standardisation, supervision, and bureaucratisation (Andriani et al., 2019;
Chapman & Boyd, 1986; Welsh & McGinn, 1999).
Equity is gained, it has been argued, because centralisation makes it possible for
governments to balance the provision of education resources between rich and poor regions so
that minimum standards of education are met in schools throughout the country (Andriani et
al., 2019; Lyons, 1985; Mathur, 1983). Efficiency has been another claimed benefit for some
time arising from centralisation, as only a few government bodies are usually involved in
decision making (Andriani et al., 2019; Bray, 1991; Welsh & McGinn, 1999) and decisions
made at the central government level can address national issues (Andriani et al., 2019; Lyons,
1985). In addition, it has been claimed that centralised control of education is necessary to
facilitate the development of nationalism and national competitiveness (Andriani et al., 2019;
Welsh & McGinn, 1999).
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However, centralisation in education created problems in complex education systems.
It was noted at the end of the 20th century that when enrolments increased drastically,
centralised education services were often incapable of maintaining quality due to a high level
of bureaucracy (Welsh & McGinn, 1999). Further, education centralisation that gave little
discretion to schools and local communities (Bush, 2011) in decision-making and placed
emphasis on uniformity of education programs and teacher education, was seen as having the
potential to inhibit democracy (Tomiak, 1985; Vexliard, 1970). Also, there was a danger that
it could create a culture of passive conformity and dependency (McLean & Lauglo, 1985).
Since the late 1980s, the decentralisation and devolution of authority to the school level
have emerged as phenomena in a variety of education systems around the globe.
Decentralisation has been undertaken with a view to improving student outcomes and the
effectiveness of the school systems in both developed and developing countries, as well as in
Western-style democracies and in former Soviet bloc countries. The effort has been made to
devolve power and authority from federal, state, district and local education authority (LEA)
levels, to either advisory bodies or governing bodies made up of principals, teachers, parents,
community and, in the case of secondary schools, students.
While it is true that calls for reforms arose in many countries, widespread turnaround
in performance, or examples of significant success, were limited. At an early stage, Louis
(1986) suggested that education reform was difficult, and most of the work had to be done in
schools. Real reforms in education, it was later argued require extensive, consistent support,
accompanied by continuing professional development and technical assistance for school
leaders, enabling them to acquire change management and planning skills, and helping them to
deal with the school and classroom implications of ‘reforms’ (Gamage & Sooksomchitra,
2006).
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However, opponents argued that decentralisation of education has several disadvantages.
They stated that it can increase inequality between rich and poor areas due to differences in the
education resources available, especially in terms of finance and manpower (Bray, 1991). At
the same time, it was recognized that the authority of the central government to close the gap
between the two might be weakened (King & Guerra, 2005) and that it might breed inefficiency
because local officials might not be sufficiently skilled or might even be corrupt. Further, since
communities often do not speak with one voice, decentralisation, it was argued, might create
tensions at the community level (Chapman, 2000, 2002; Kaiser et al., 2006).
Caldwell (2005) restored some order to the debate when he stated that “to get an
appropriate balance between centralization and decentralization is important in the context of
a particular nation, and that ‘good governance’ requires achieving this outcome” (p. 7). He
further added that ‘good governance’ should have the capacity to change and secure the ‘best
balance’ between centralization and decentralization in relation to issues that face an economy
at any particular moment.

3.3.2. Overview of the Literature on Advantages and Disadvantages of Centralisation and
Decentralisation in Developing countries

Before the 1990s, centralisation in education was dominant in various developing countries in
Asia, including Cambodia, Nepal, and the Philippines (Chapman, 2000), as well as in Palestine
(Berkson, 1930), Venezuela (Hanson, 1970) and El Salvador (Cuéllar-Marchelli, 2003). There
were two common justifications proposed by its advocates. The first one related to education
quality. Centralisation, it was held, could promote education through standardisation,
supervision, and bureaucracy (Welsh & McGinn, 1999). It was also held that it could help to
promote national unity, particularly in a country where its communities are highly divergent in
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origin, language, religion, and where the local bodies are not ready to take over responsibility
for governance (Berkson, 1930).
However, studies at the time also indicated that the existence of a rigid hierarchy in
bureaucracy could create education management problems in developing countries. In
particular, it was shown, it could create weak institutional linkages across ministries and
departments. This was observed to have been the case in such Asian countries as Cambodia,
Nepal, and the Phillipines (Chapman, 2000). It was also noted that there was less flexibility in
responding to changes and lack of transparency in public fund administration (Cue´llarMarchelli, 2003). Along with this, the view was that bribery, corruption, nepotism and ‘redtape’ could be encouraged (Saqeb, 1985).
Over the last few decades there has been a trend towards a decentralisation of education,
especially in developing countries in South Asia, Latin America and Eastern Europe, with a
focus on quality and standards of education (Kuhon, 2020; Lastra-Anadon & Mukherjee,
2019). The advocates of decentralisation have claimed that it has advantages: (1) being
democratic, efficient, and accountable; (2) being more responsive to the community and local
needs; (3) empowering teachers, parents, and others in the education community while
improving the effectiveness of school reform; and (4) improving school quality and increasing
funds available for teachers’ salaries through competition (Kuhon, 2020; Lastra-Anadon &
Mukherjee, 2019).
Over 25 years ago, research on decentralisation in education in Asian countries,
indicated that a high level of bureaucracy in educational management can be complex and
could result in an overlap in functions among levels of government, and a lack of coordination.
These could, in turn, it was argued, lead to a poor delivery of educational services (Chapman,
2002). With regard to the school level, research indicates that centralisation can create a culture
of dependency and low creativity. Despite the authority given to them, principals can be afraid
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to make changes and may prefer to wait for direction from their superiors for their new tasks
to be allocated (World Bank, 2011; Woo, 2019). Also, if all aspects of teaching methods and
course content at the school level are controlled and designed by the Ministry of Education,
individual schools do not have much freedom to adapt the curriculum to their local needs
(Nakaya & Suwa, 2001; Woo, 2019).
Advocates of decentralization argue that it shifts decision making closer to the
community and school, and thus is responsive to local conditions and needs (Chapman, 2000;
Urbanovic et al., 2019). They believe it encourages a high level of community participation
and financial support of schools. Opponents, however, suggest that decentralization of
authority and responsibility may only shift problems to lower levels of the system, where
personnel are not so well prepared to cope with them. They also suggest it may invite corruption
and inefficiency. They point out that because communities do not necessarily speak with a
single voice, decentralization has sometimes led to increased tension at the local level. Both
groups may be correct to some extent, with what actually happens being determined by the
leadership approach at the district, community and school levels (Chapman, 2000; Urbanovic
et al., 2019).
Studies have also indicated that decentralisation is not always a panacea for solving
education problems. For instance, evidence from Bolivia, Colombia, and Pakistan indicated
that decentralisation of education can result in a shift in public investment patterns in education
which can make an education system less responsive then previously to local needs (Faguet &
Sánchez, 2008; Khan & Mirza, 2010). Other studies from Malaysia, Argentina, Pakistan, India,
Sri Lanka, Malawi, Zimbabe, Ghana, El Savador, South Africa, Sub-Saharan Africa, and Chile
reported that decentralisation in education can be counter-productive as a means to solve such
education issues as equality, quality, effectiveness and efficiency in education management,
community participation, capacity building for local decision making, and finance (Channa,
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2016; Chikoko, 2009; Galiani et al., 2008; Govinda & Bandyopadhyay, 2006; Sasaoka &
Nishimura, 2010; Takyi et al., 2014). With regard to efficiency, in India decentralisation in
education in the early 2000s created several tiers of bureaucracy, from the centre to the school’s
level resulting in a complex, multilevel and hierarchical education system (Govinda &
Bandyopadhyay, 2006).
To date, many developing countries have adopted decentralization in their education
systems. In addition to the devolution of authority and responsibility for schools from the
central to the local level, local financing of schools has been increased. Thus, many schools
now have to take responsibility for recruitment of teachers, purchase of textbooks, construction
of infrastructure and maintenance. On the other hand, the curriculum and assessment often still
remain centralized.
Nearly two decades ago (Behrman et al., 2002), policy debates commenced in various
countries as to whether decentralization should be pursued further or be reversed. The debates
have been related to issues like access to school, quality of schooling, school financing and
management, with limited empirical evidence being available.
In the case of South Africa, the government tried to implement a centralised and
decentralised system concurrently, so that they could complement each other. In this new
system, schools became more independent than previously and the provinces were entrusted
with greater responsibility to achieve the aspirations of national goals of education. The schoolbased management (SBM) approach promoted accountability among the teachers, parents and
the school management (Flanagan, 1998). Similarly, in Pakistan the Federal Government came
to oversee higher education and the school curriculum, while the provincial government came
to oversee the other levels of education (Shah, 2010).
The experience with SBM, which is a specific form of decentralisation promoted for
use at the school level, has had various results in other developing countries. Again, over two
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decades ago, in El Savador, the implementation of SBM through the EDUCO program helped
to increase local participation of parents in education and to reduce students’ and teachers’
absenteeism, leading to better education outcomes (Jimenez & Sawada, 1999). In other
developing countries, it reduced the level of school dropout, repetition, and failure (Channa &
Faguet, 2016). However, other studies demonstrated mixed results (Channa, 2015; Cue´llarMarchelli, 2003). In El Savador, even though SBM had positive effects on organisational
culture and helped to make schools become more responsive, efficient, and democratic in
relation to local needs, it also brought problems and challenges like education inequality and
inequity. This was because, under SBM, schools in wealthier communities were more
resourceful and could provide better education services compared to those in the poor rural
communities (Cuéllar-Marchelli, 2003; World Bank, 2018).
Moreover, research over the last 15 years uncovered many barriers to the
implementation of SBM. Those studies reported upon highlighted lack of capability on the part
of local actors to use the authority given to them for school improvement, unwillingness on the
part of the central government to devolve power, low empowerment from the central
government, conflict of interests, low constitutional authority of local bodies, tensions between
school stakeholders in participative decision making, insufficient funding and resources,
especially in poor schools, and lack of support from local authorities (Abadzi, 2013; Channa,
2016; Chapman, 2000, 2002; De Grauwe, 2005; Shoraku, 2008). Also, SBM led to the
emergence of issues like local elite dominance in decision making, monopolisation of power
at the local level, and an increasing gap between the rich and poor schools (Chapman, 2002;
De Grauwe, 2005; Shoraku, 2008).
Some studies and subsequent literature show unfavourable results from the changes.
Among critiques of SBM reforms in East Asia, one of the most commonly mentioned is that
there is not enough evidence to support the idea that SBM leads to higher student achievement
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(Fullan & Watson 2000; Hanson 1998). One of the reasons is that education decentralisation
has often been introduced for political and fiscal, rather than educational motives (King &
Guerra 2005; Nabeshima, 2003).

3.3.3. Overview of the Literature on Advantages and Disadvantages of Centralisation and
Decentralisation in Bhutan

The Ministry of Education in Bhutan was a division of the Ministry of Health until 2003
(Ezechieli, 2003). At present, education is free until one completes grade ten. After grade ten,
students who achieve a required performance level pursue their education free of cost in public
schools and universities. Bhutan uses a large proportion of its own funds along with
international aid for education purposes. Before 1992, the education system in the nation was
highly centralised. This had advantages for Bhutan, especially in the early years of
implementation of development plans (FYP). The centralised approach made it relatively easy
for government to build the education system in the country by controlling policies and the
curriculum (Ministry of Education, 2014b). Many authors came to agree that positive reform
outcomes were obtained where conditions are favourable (Bray, 1996a; Napier, 2005). An
example given is the successful implementation of New Approach to Primary Education
(NAPE) in Bhutan.
School leaders in many parts of developing Asia, including Bhutan, have little or no
formal preparation to help them to make intelligent decisions about resource allocation.
Further, they do not have the political skills to build community participation and support.
Additionally, it has been known for a long time that moves towards greater decentralization
can place additional demands than previously on school leaders that many may not be able to
meet (Bray, 1996a, 1996b; Chapman et al., 1997; Epstein, 1995; Hannaway, 1995; London,
1997).
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As in other countries, curriculum and assessment remain centralized in Bhutan.
However, districts, communities, and schools are taking greater responsibility than previously
for such matters as teacher selection and deployment, selection of instructional materials,
infrastructure construction and maintenance, and financing (Bray, 1996a, 1996b; Fiske, 1996;
Lauglo, 1995; Rondinelli & Puma, 1995; Shaeffer, 1992; Wheeler et al., 1997).
To ease the pressure of enrolment and to provide facilities in the needy areas, the
opening of community schools was encouraged through a decentralized policy, whereby
District Education Officers were given power to open a community school under their
jurisdiction. Also, the opening of private schools has been encouraged. However, with an
increase in the number of schools, the quality of education may have been compromised. For
example, there are primary schools in remote villages, with a single teacher teaching 70 to 80
students. In some cases, these schools are three-to-four days away from the ‘district
headquarters.’ Often when a teacher has to go to the headquarters to collect his or her salary,
and for other official purposes, there may be no other alternative then to close down the school
for a week (Dahal, 2007).
3.3.3.1. Issues relating to the implementation of decentralisation of education in Bhutan
The Royal Government of Bhutan has always accorded the highest importance to education as
an engine of growth in the nation-building process. In order to meet national aspirations, the
Ministry of Education (MoE) has made concerted efforts to uphold national values, providing
knowledge and skills to meet the emerging global challenges. Although the sector has been
able to improve access to education, it is now facing increasing challenges in the provision of
equitable and quality education. Further, sustainability of small schools due to declining
enrolment trends in rural and remote areas, difficulty in effective deployment of teachers and
the high cost of service delivery, have emerged as growing concerns (Ministry of Education,
2016).
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The Ministry of Education embarked on the development of the Bhutan Education
Blueprint 2014-2024 (Ministry of Education, 2014a) as a 10-year strategic ‘roadmap’ to
improve access, equity, quality, system efficiency and sustainability in the delivery of
educational services. One of the major initiatives is the School Reform Program (SRP) under
which development of central schools is a critical component. This program is one of the new
initiatives of the Ministry of Education to grant more autonomy than previously to schools in
terms of day-to-day decision making and the utilization of resources. The schools have been
given the authority to generate their own funds, even though the major portion of them comes
from the government. In addition, all of the students are provided with free stationary,
uniforms, accommodation and food. This has led to criticism of the present government from
the opposition and other political parties regarding the sustainability of the policy for the future
(Cheki, 2018).
During the term of the government that sat from 2008 to 2013, access to education was
a primary focus. Many community and primary schools were, as already indicated opened in
the most difficult and remote parts of the country in order to try to make education accessible
to all. It has been claimed that because of this, the quality and resources for teaching and
learning purposes were compromised (Ministry of Education, 2016). Therefore, the next
government that sat from 2013 to 2018, in order to make optimum use of the available
resources, started consolidating schools under the same administration into central schools by
merging two or more schools into one school. For example, a primary school (Pre-primary
level to Grade Six) or a lower secondary school (Pre-primary level to Grade Eight) can be
merged with either a middle secondary school (Grade Seven till Grade Ten) or with a higher
secondary school (Grade Seven till Grade 12). In this way, children can study from Pre-primary
level to Grade Ten or Grade 12 in the same school. Also, consolidating the schools makes it
easier than previously to provide boarding facilities for children walking for more than four
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kilometres distance from home. It is assumed that this will improve the quality of education
and make it more equitable by granting greater autonomy to central schools. However, the
results of these new ‘reforms’ are yet to be seen.
3.4. Conclusion
This chapter presented an outline of the literature on centralisation, decentralisation and school
leadership. First, an overview of school leadership and models of leadership in general and in
developing countries was presented. These models informed the study reported later in this
thesis as they provided a framework to consider national development and education in
developing countries which are in transition from monarchy to democracy. Their consideration
was followed by an overview of the literature on the advantages and disadvantages of
centralisation and decentralisation in education, and of SBM. Again, this body of literature
informed the design of the study reported later in this thesis, largely because Bhutan has been
moving from a centralised to a decentralised education system.
The considerations of this chapter help to contextualise the situation regarding primary
school leadership in Bhutan, with particular reference to the historical background, current
developments and issues of concern for primary school leaders. Before proceeding to
presenting the findings of the study undertaken in these areas, however, it is necessary to
provide an overview of the methodology used to conduct the study, the focus of the next chapter
of this thesis.
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CHAPTER FOUR
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
4.1. Introduction

The overview of the literature related to school leadership presented in the previous chapter
indicated that, to date, little research has been conducted on primary school leadership in
Bhutan, including in relation to its challenging circumstances, both geographically and
demographically. Moreover, almost no studies have been conducted that have focused on the
perspectives of primary school leaders in remote schools on the concerns they have in such
challenging circumstances. The study reported in this thesis was conducted in response to the
deficit. Three aims guided the research. The first aim was to generate an understanding of the
historical background to primary school leadership in Bhutan from 1961 to 2008. The second
aim was to generate understandings about the developments that have taken place in relation
to leadership at the primary school level in Bhutan from 2008 to the present. The third aim was
to generate understandings on the issues of current concern to primary school leaders in
challenging circumstances geographically and demographically in Bhutan and the strategies
adopted by them in order to deal with those issues.
The argument for addressing the three research aims was presented in Chapter One.
Briefly, it will be recalled that the mission of the Ministry of Education in Bhutan is to assure
quality, equality, relevance, and efficiency within the education system. With the introduction
of this rationale in 1993 there was a move to promote decentralisation in education governance
and management. Since then, the decentralisation policy has resulted in the mandating of the
adoption of SMB principles at the school level. The introduction of this mandate has created
major challenges for primary school leaders, and especially for school leaders in challenging
circumstances both geographically and demographically.
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This chapter is concerned with the research design and methodology of the study
reported later in the thesis which was undertaken as a response to the latter observation. First,
the nature of the interpretivist paradigm and the associated theoretical perspective of symbolic
interactionism that underpin the study are outlined. Secondly, an overview of the Bhutanese
context of primary school leadership, the selection of study-participants, and the methods of
data collection and analysis used in the study, are presented. Thirdly, the manner in which the
interpretivist paradigm was drawn upon in addressing the three research aims is considered.
This is followed by an outline of the strategies that were implemented to ensure the quality of
the data collected. Finally, ethical issues associated with conducting the study are discussed.
4.2. Theoretical Framework

4.2.1. Interpretivism
The interpretivist paradigm was selected to underpin the study as it is aimed at revealing the
perspectives of people located in their social contexts (Schwartz-Shea & Yanow, 2012).
Schwandt (2003) states that, from an interpretivist point of view, human and social actions are
inherently meaningful. In order to discover and understand meaning, the interpretivist
researcher has to interpret in a particular way what actors are doing. Thus, the researcher seeks
to gain an understanding of what people understand concerning particular phenomena.
Within the interpretivist paradigm, the view of reality is that it is a social construction.
This means that one can have multiple realities, or interpretations, of events (Merriam, 2009;
Schwartz-Shea & Yanow, 2012). On this, Crotty (2003) has stated that the aim is to “understand
and explain human and social reality” (p. 67). This can be achieved by studying the meanings
constructed by individuals in their interactions within a social context (Bogdan & Biklen,
2007). Thus, the interpretivist approach is not one whereby researcher seek to find knowledge.
Rather, knowledge, in the form of participants’ perspectives, is constructed by them (Merriam,
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2009). As O’Donoghue (2018) has indicated on this, in order to construct knowledge, the
researcher has to use “skills as a social being to try to understand how others understand their
world” (pp. 9-10). Also, the construction arrived at depends on the social interaction and
negotiation that occurs in a particular context (O’Donoghue, 2018).
Researchers adopting the interpretivist paradigm also do not set out to generate
universal laws. Rather, they focus on understanding particular people or events in specific
socio-historical contexts (Blaikie & Priest, 2017; Hammersley, 2013). This enables them to
understand how one event can be seen in varied ways by different people (Creswell, 2013). In
keeping with this, researchers have to set aside prejudgements about the nature of events and
seek the reality as perceived by individuals. In other words, the researcher should seek to
represent the voices of the people studied (Litchman, 2010) and act as an interpreter of their
words and actions (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). Corbin and Strauss (2008) stated that this should
be done very carefully as it “is not easy to convey meaning” (p. 49), especially because words
can have different meanings in different languages. To put it another way, the aim is to discover
the ‘logic’ or rationality of what even may at first seem strange, or illogical (Hammersley,
2013).
Over 30 years ago Blackledge and Hunt (1985) put forward five major assumptions that
underpin the interpretivist approach to qualitative research and they still hold true today. They
relate to everyday activity, freedom, meaning, interaction, and negotiation. As each of them
influenced the study reported in this thesis, they are now considered briefly.
Firstly, Blackledge and Hunt (1985) state that “everyday activity is the building block
of society” (p. 234). This is a notion that every aspect of society can be linked to the way people
act in everyday life. For example, schools keep on functioning due to the everyday activities
of teachers, students, administrators, inspectors and other educational professionals
(O’Donoghue, 2007). Also, changes in society, including in education, are a result of changes
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in day-to-day activities. So, in order to understand primary school leadership in Bhutan, the
everyday activity of staff at the school level has to be first understood.
Secondly, there is the notion consistent with Blumer’s work (1969) that everyday
activity is never totally imposed; there is always some autonomy and freedom. This is the idea
that, to some extent, people can and do generate their own activity. However, there are also
constraints on the way they act. Further, people are influenced by their backgrounds
(Blackledge & Hunt, 1985). Thus, everyday life for primary school principals in Bhutan can
be seen as being produced by them and by their colleagues within the school system, acting
together and generating their own roles and action patterns.
Thirdly, to understand everyday activity, researchers have to understand the meanings
that others give to their actions (Blackledge & Hunt, 1985). In this regard, Blumer (1969)
indicated that meanings can be seen as social products generated during interaction. They are
personal to a person who creates them. They are not provided by culture or society (Blumer,
1969). Following this idea, Benzies and Allen (2001) pointed out that meanings are generated
through symbolic social interaction, where the individual is all the time interacting with the
world. Thus, Bhutanese primary school principals in the study being reported here were seen
to be constructors of meanings during their daily activities.
Fourthly, Blackledge and Hunt (1985) stated that everyday activity consists of
interacting with other people. Again, this is consistent with Blumer’s (1969) ideas. Day-to-day
activities seldom involve an individual acting in isolation. Also, during interaction, a person
gives meaning to his or her own actions and other people’s actions. The associated interaction
involves a joint interpretation of actions. This means that one interprets one’s own actions as
well as the actions of other people with whom one interacts (Blackledge & Hunt, 1985).
Cognisance of this position led the present researcher to take the view that Bhutanese primary
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school leaders generate meanings during their daily activities and through their interactions
with one another.
Finally, Blackledge and Hunt (1985) argued that meanings and interpretations are not
static. They are constantly changed through their every-day activities. As they explain, this is
“not something that happens once and is finished. It occurs in subtle ways, with modification
to the actors’ understanding of what is going on” (p. 236). Therefore, the present researcher
took the view that people who work in Bhutan as primary school leaders can come to elaborate
a shared understanding of a phenomenon.
A consideration of the five assumptions outlined above clarifies the importance of
generating an understanding of how people define, interpret and explain any given situation.
For the study reported in this thesis, it was necessary to develop an understanding of
participants’ perspectives on the topic of interest. This was a central issue because, as Corbin
and Strauss (2008) have pointed out, in a “qualitative inquiry, it is important to obtain as many
perspectives on a topic as possible” (p. 26).
Charon (2010) has defined a perspective as “an angle on reality, a place where the
individual stands as he or she looks at and tries to understand reality” (p. 3). Similarly,
O’Donoghue (2018) has indicated that the concept of a ‘perspective’ “captures the notion of a
human being who interacts, defines situations, and acts according to what is going on in the
present situation” (p. 32). Following from this, a major assumption underpinning the study
reported here is that an examination of perspectives is the key to developing an understanding
in relation to the three central research aims.
4.2.2. Symbolic Interactionism
The theoretical perspective within the interpretivist paradigm deemed appropriate to underpin
the study is symbolic interactionism. It provided the starting point through its central
assumption that people attribute a subjective meaning to their activities and their environments
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(Flick, 2018). According to Chenitz and Swanson (1986), symbolic interactionism is both a
theory about human action and an approach to studying it both human conduct and human
group life. It focuses on the meanings people attribute to events as they occur in everyday
settings. As Crotty (2003) has stated, it allows one to explore “the understandings abroad in
culture as the meaningful matrix that guides our lives” (p. 75). This provides us with a research
approach which focuses on “how individuals interpret objects and other people in their lives
and how this process of interpretation leads to behaviour in specific situations” (Benzies &
Allen, 2001, p. 544). The approach thus holds that objects, people, and events do not possess
their own meaning. Rather, meaning is bestowed on them.
Meaning is attributed to ‘things’ through an interaction process that takes place between
the individual and the ’thing’ (which can be physical thing, an idea, others or even oneself).
The value of the ‘thing’ will depend on the meaning given by the person. People construct it
by interpreting their social interactions (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). In order to interact with each
other, they have to convey and share meaning as group action is necessary for social life
(Chenitz & Swanson, 1986). The ways that meanings are shared are through the
communication process and the use of a common language (Crotty, 2003). As Crotty (2003)
states: “only through dialogue can one become aware of the perceptions, feelings, and attitudes
of others and interpret their meanings and intents” (p. 75). Meaning is generated by peoples’
experiences. Meaning guides their lives because it leads them to action. Those actions then
have consequences as they influence future actions (Chenitz & Swanson, 1986).
Overall, the symbolic interactionist approach stresses social interaction as the
foundation for knowledge. Also, it is in harmony with the interpretivist view that interaction
between individuals is essential in order to understand meaning (Blackledge & Hunt, 1985;
Chenitz & Swanson, 1986; Crotty, 2003). This approach was chosen to underpin the study

84

reported in this thesis because it allowed the researcher to unveil people’s perspectives of the
phenomenon under investigation. On this approach, O’Donoghue (2019) states:
A researcher adopting a symbolic interactionist theoretical approach when conducting
research within the interpretative paradigm is concerned with revealing the perspectives
behind empirical observations, the actions people take in the light of their perspectives,
and the patterns which develop through the interaction of perspectives and actions over
particular period of time. (p. 20)
He also has emphasised that in this approach the researcher is “the primary data-gathering
instrument” (p. 20).

In order to understand the studied phenomenon, then, the present researcher generated
guiding questions that were used to conduct open-ended, or semi-structured, interviews. Also,
she gathered data through the examination of documents and engaging in unstructured on-site
observations. This led to her compiling a considerable amount of rich data about a small
number of individuals (O’Donoghue, 2019).
4.3. An Overview of the Data Collection and Analysis Methods

4.3.1. Context
The first and second aims of the study reported later in this thesis involved an analysis of
documents produced by the Ministry of Education in Bhutan, supplemented by interviews. The
third aim was investigated specifically in relation to six schools in three districts by means of
interviews only.
Bhutan consists of 20 districts. SMB is mandated for all primary schools across the
country. However, constraints of time, finance, and accessibility meant that the study had to be
limited to three districts. The selection of primary schools situated in these districts was
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justified on the grounds that they face challenging circumstances geographically and
demographically. Also, the researcher was familiar with the districts and, thus, was able to get
close to all aspects of the study in order to unveil the participants’ subjective understandings
of the phenomenon (Creswell, 2013).
In general, primary schools in Bhutan can be classified into two types in terms of
administration. They include schools administered by the Ministry of Education (MoE) and
schools administered by private proprietors. Both types of schools are affiliated to the Ministry
of Education. The main difference between them is that students in private primary schools get
more individual attention from their teachers due to the small numbers enrolled. The study
being reported here focused only on public primary schools located in remote areas; private
schools are located mostly in urban areas.
4.3.2. Study Participants
The approach undertaken in the analysis of documents will be considered later in this chapter.
At this point, however, it is important to note that the school leaders selected for interviewing
were purposefully chosen in order to obtain a wide variety of perspectives. This was considered
necessary as qualitative researchers strive for diversity within the population under study
(Flick, 2009). The selection strategy was based on two notions, namely, that of purposeful
selection and maximum variation selection. Both have influenced approaches used in
qualitative studies (Creswell, 2013). The first notion was addressed by the researcher selecting
participants and sites for study that were able to purposefully “inform an understanding of the
research problem and central phenomenon in the study” (Creswell, 2013, p. 156). The second
notion was addressed by the researcher determining in advance some criteria that distinguished
the sites and participants. Then, participants as diverse as possible in relation to age, sex,
qualification and experience were selected within these parameters (Creswell, 2013; Johnson
& Christensen, 2012).
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Creswell (2013) describes the strategy of maximum variation selection as a researcher’s
attempt to understand a phenomenon by selecting participants and contexts that represent the
greatest differences in that phenomenon. This concept is also defined by Flick (2009) as the
integration of “only a few cases, but those which are as different as possible, to disclose the
range of variation and differentiation in the field” (p. 70). As mentioned already above, this
strategy was adopted because it increased the possibility of generating data reflecting different
perspectives (Ary et al., 2010; Creswell, 2013; Merriam, 2009).
In harmony with the two notions of purposeful selection and maximum variation
selection, three main criteria were considered in selecting the study-participants. Firstly, as was
previously described, the study was restricted to three regions because of constraints related to
time and funding. Specifically, it was conducted in Bhutan’s Eastern Region, Western Region
and Central Region. Within these regions, participants were chosen from six public primary
schools.
Secondly, the study focused on remote primary schools because the research aims were
oriented to centre on leadership in such settings. The schools were affiliated to the Ministry of
Education. They were located in rural and isolated areas, which were classified as being remote
regions by the Ministry of Education. Gaining access to these areas is difficult and public
transport is unavailable. In the dry season, water, which is crucial for living and farming, is
scarce. Also, public services in education and health are often limited or unavailable and the
majority of the population are poor and illiterate.
In terms of size, the small schools have 50 to 100 students, and the larger schools have
more than 100 students, but fewer than 200 students. This situation provided further diversity
for conducting the study. The justification for the selection of the schools was also related to
their location. It was deemed that because of their settings they would be likely to have many
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challenges for staff in their daily operations. Like other schools across the country, they also
have to adopt SMB and develop to meet or exceed the national education standards.
Thirdly, the main participants were principals who were working at the selected
schools. They were chosen because of their leadership responsibilities regarding school
operations within the SMB framework. Given the exploratory nature of the research, it was
considered appropriate, as indicated already, that they be varied in their characteristics in terms
of education background, experience, gender, and age.
4.3.3 Data Collection and Data Analysis
Grounded theory methods of data collection and analysis were chosen because, as Charmaz
(2006) states, they serve “as a way to learn about the worlds we study and a method for
developing theories to understand them” (p. 10). Also, grounded theory methods of data
gathering, and analysis are consistent with the interpretivist approach (Corbin & Strauss, 2008;
Hennink et al., 2020). As Punch (2014) explains, the objective is to generate theory through
the systematic gathering and analysis of data; “theory therefore will be grounded in data” (p.
185). In addition, the process is based more on induction than deduction, and allows for sets of
propositions to be generated from the data collected (Corbin & Strauss, 2008).
Because of following the grounded theory approach, data gathering, and analysis were
undertaken concurrently (Charmaz, 2006; Corbin & Strauss, 2008; Johnson & Christensen,
2012). This enabled the researcher to select participants on the basis of the generation of
concepts and to validate those developed (Merriam, 2009). The first stage involved data
gathering, sorting it, and placing it into categories (Flick, 2009). Data were read thoroughly
and intensely. Analysis began immediately after the reading of the first set of primary data was
collected and after transcription of the first interview took place. Also, notes, comments and
observations were made, and questions were raised (Corbin & Strauss, 2008).
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As further data were gathered, they were constantly compared for similarities and
differences, and were subject to questioning by asking: ‘what might this be an example of?’
Constant comparison and constant questioning of the data led to insights (Johnson &
Christensen, 2012; Merriam, 2009). Theoretical sensitivity as described by Corbin and Strauss
(2008) was also used by the researcher in deciding what was important in the data and in giving
it meaning.
The process described above is known as ‘open coding’ (Creswell, 2013). Corbin and
Strauss (2008) defined open coding as an “analytic process through which concepts are
identified and their properties and dimensions are discovered in data” (p. 101). In this regard,
open coding was aimed at producing concepts and propositions that ‘fitted’ the data (Johnson
& Christensen, 2012). Also, through open coding, assumptions made by the researcher were
analysed, questioned, and explored (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). Later on, the concepts generated
were sorted into categories.
Codes, theoretical memos, and diagrams were constructed by the researcher to
demonstrate the relationship between concepts and categories as they were generated. These
were thus used to support the coding process (Miles & Huberman, 1994). On this, Miles and
Huberman (1994) have argued that they can be used to record ideas.
The codes, notes, and diagrams became increasingly refined and detailed as the analysis
proceeded and the data were reduced (Miles & Huberman, 1994). Rather than proceeding on
to the two other steps of axial coding and selective coding in the grounded theory approach,
the ‘open-coded’ data were further analysed using the mode of analysis termed ‘analytic
induction’. This involved the formulation of propositions in a systematic way. The steps
involved are described by Savin-Baden and Major (2013).
Another stage in the analysis process is known as ‘member checking’. On this, and
following the advice of Merriam (2009), the transcripts were taken back to the participants to
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see if they agreed that they constituted an accurate record of what they said. It was also
undertaken to allow them to provide clarity on matters of concern to them.
4.4. Adapting the Theoretical Framework for the Three Research
Questions

4.4.1. The First Research Question
The first research question of the study reported in this thesis was aimed at developing an
understanding of the background to primary school leadership historically in Bhutan from 1961
to 2008. The question is historical in nature. As a result, data were primarily identified through
a review of a wide range of public and private records and documents. Public records and
personal records are two common types of documents used in qualitative research (Merriam,
2009). In this connection, Greene (1994) has explained that document review is a method that
offers great consonance with the interpretivist approach to research.
4.4.1.1 Data Gathering
Documents were located concerning the background to, and current developments in, primary
school leadership in Bhutan. The complexity involved in the task reflected the situation
explained by Savin-Baden and Major (2013), namely, that when assessing documents, the
researcher is responsible not only for finding but also for authenticating evidence, and then
determining its worth and contribution to the problem.
The study drew on such public records as Ministry of Education documents, schoolrelated documents from the district level, and minutes of school meetings. Academic papers,
conference papers, newspapers and other documents containing information about the
historical background to, and recent developments in, primary school leadership in Bhutan
were also analysed. A study of these materials was required in seeking to understand official
perspectives on programs and administrative structures (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). The data
were located in public libraries in Bhutan, including in the National Library, the Library of the
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Bhutanese Ministry of Education, and Archives Divisions of the Ministry of Education.
Following procedures laid down by Savin-Baden and Major (2013), the researcher gathered
the relevant data and made copies of them for engagement in more detailed analysis.
As the study reported here was exploratory, it was not possible from the outset to know
the sum total of sub-research questions needed to guide the research with regard to the first
research question. However, some guiding questions were developed. These are set out in
Table 4.10:
Table 4.10: The Development of Guiding Questions from the First Central Research
Question
Central

Research

Guiding Questions

Question
1.

What
is
the
historical
background
to
primary
school
leadership
in
Bhutan from 1961
to 2008, with
particular
reference
to
leadership
in
remote schools?

1.1

What policies and practices did the Bhutanese
government implement to establish primary
school leadership in Bhutan from 1961 to 2008?

1.2

What were the influences that shaped primary
school leadership in Bhutan from 1961 to 2008?

1.3

What were the continuities and changes that can
be perceived regarding primary school leadership
in Bhutan from 1961 to 2008?

1.4

When and why did changes occur in primary
school leadership from 1961 to 2008, and who or
what influenced these changes?

1.5

Under what conditions were primary schools led
in Bhutan from 1961 to 2008?

1.6

What were the advantages and disadvantages that
can be identified between the different
approaches adopted for primary school leadership
in Bhutan from 1961 to 2008?
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Such guiding questions were not deemed to be specific questions to be answered. Rather, they
were general questions considered to have the greatest potential at the beginning of the research
to generate data relevant to the central area of interest.
Based on the guiding questions, an aide-memoire (O’Donoghue, 2007; Punch, 2014)
was developed. To give an indication of what this was like, Table 4.11 below is an outline of
how guiding question 1.1 was translated into a set of more specific questions in the initial aidememoire.
Table 4.11: The Development of Aide-memoire Questions from the First Guiding
Question of the First Central Research Question
Guiding Question

Examples of Questions from the Initial Aide-memoire

1.1 What policies and 1.1.1
practices
did
the
Bhutanese
government
implement to establish 1.1.2
primary school leadership
in Bhutan from 1961 to
2008?
1.1.3

Which policies and practices did the Bhutanese
government implement to establish primary
school leadership from 1961 to 2008?
How did the Bhutanese government implement
the policies and practices of primary school
leadership from 1961 to 2008 and why?
Who created policies and practices of primary
school leadership in Bhutan from 1961 to 2008
and why?

1.1.4

Under what conditions were the policies and
practices of primary school leadership
implemented from 1961 to 2008?

1.1.5

What were the consequences of the
implementation of the policies and practices of
primary school leadership in Bhutan from 1961
to 2008?

Similar aide-memoire questions were developed for the other guiding questions.
Bryman (2013) indicates that an aide-mémoire or ‘agenda’ is useful to ensure that
similar topics are covered in the data collection process. The questions detailed above regarding
this were the starting points for exploring the phenomenon. As unforeseen issues emerged
which gave rise to new questions, they were pursued.
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4.4.1.2. Data Analysis
According to Ary et al. (2010), “content or document analysis is a research method applied to
written or visual materials for the purpose of identifying specified characteristics of the
material” (p. 457). The total body of written data consulted was analysed systematically and
logically by the researcher using the grounded theory methods described earlier in this chapter.
In particular, general ideas, themes, or concepts were sought and were used as the basis for
making generalisations. An example of the coding process is included below in Table 4.12:
Table 4.12: Open Coding for the 1st Five Year Plan (1961-1966)
The document is an extract from the 1st Five Year Plan and was utilised in
addressing Guiding Question 1.1: What policies and practices did the Bhutanese
government implement to establish primary school leadership in Bhutan from 1961
to 2008, and why?
Document
Coding
The first 5 Year Plan set Bhutan on the way to
planned national development. With an approved
outlay of 1747 lakhs of rupees, the plan aimed at
creating in the country basic infrastructural facilities
like roads, power, communication system, transport,
agriculture and animal husbandry.

Initiation of planned
development for the
country.
Aims of the 1st Five Year
Plan.

It provided for the development of various project Total budget outlay for
viz., (1) Roads – 620 lakhs, (2) Education – 100 lakhs different national projects.
(3) Transport – 75 lakhs, (4) Health – 32 lakhs, (5)
Forests – 32 lakhs, (6) Agriculture – 20 lakhs, (7)
Power – 16 lakhs, (8) Animal Husbandry – 15 lakhs,
(9) Industries – 11 lakhs and (10) Miscellaneous – 91
Lakhs.
The main achievements of the First Five Years Plan Progress made from 1961
can now be described as under:
to 1966.
(1) 1770 kms of roads were constructed including the (1) 1770 kms of road
208 kms highway which connected Phuntsholing on construction including the
the Indian borders with Paro and Thimphu. Other national highway.
roads constructed were from Paro to Haa, from
Tashigang to Darrang, and from Sarbang and
Gelegphu to Charing and Trongsa.
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(2) Improvements were affected in the road transport (2) Improved modes of
systems, and communication facilities on the modern transportation and
lines were begun in the country.
communication.
(3) In the field of education, considerable progress
was made. By 1966 there were 108 schools in
Bhutan, including 2 public schools with a total
enrolment of 15000 students.

(3) Total number of
schools opened at the end
of the plan and number of
students enrolled.

(4) A Public Health Department under a chief (4) Establishment of a
medical officer was set up at Thimphu. Steps were health department in the
taken to eradicate malaria. 3 hospitals and 40 new capital.
dispensaries were established in different parts of
country.
(5) Department of Agriculture was established,
which started a number of model agricultural farms,
seeds multiplication farms, agricultural research
station, and development of extension work. Efforts
were made to increase the area under fruit and
vegetable cultivation.

(5) Establishment of
agriculture department and
initiation of agricultural
activities in the country.

(6) A department of Animal Husbandry was set up (6) Establishment of
and many live-stock and sheep breeding farms were animal husbandry
established in different parts of the country.
department.
(7) The forest department of Bhutan initiated many (7) Establishment of
measures for conserving the forest wealth and the forestry department.
exploitation of the forest products.
(8) Steps were taken in concert with Geological (8) Mineral deposits were
Survey of India to discover deposits of coal, identified with the help of
dolomite, graphite, gypsum and limestone.
Indian geological survey.
(9) The Production capacities of the fruits preserving (9) Increased commercial
plants at Samtse and also a distillery there were production of fruits and its
increased, and their sale and marketing was export to India.
organised in the country and India. Trade relations
with India were improved.
(10) The Bhutan Government established a hydel (10) Construction of
directorate and two 400 KW Hydel Projects were hydro-power stations in the
constructed to serve the needs of Thimphu and Paro. country and electrification.
By an agreement with India, and Bhutan received
250 KW of power daily from the Jaldhaka river
hydroelectric project for its south western region.
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4.4.2 The Second Research Question
The second research question of the study reported in this thesis aimed at generating
understandings about the developments that took place in relation to leadership at the primary
school level in Bhutan from 2008 to the present. In addressing this second research question
the interpretivist paradigm was again applied. This time the objective was to examine and
interpret a wide range of contemporary and official records.

4.4.2.1 Data Gathering
Data were gathered by the same method outlined for the previous research question. As the
related data-collection questions were related to the developments that have taken place in
relation to leadership at the primary school level from 2008 to the present, the discussion of
education issues and information given to school leaders through various outlets, including the
webpage of the Ministry of Education, were considered to be relevant.
Again, it was not possible from the outset to know the entire set of sub-research
questions required to guide the research on the second research question. However, some
guiding questions were inferred from the second central question and were posed along the
lines indicated in Table 4.13. below:
Table 4.13: The Development of Guiding Questions from the Second Central Research
Question.
Central Research Question

Guiding Questions

2. What developments have
taken place in relation to
primary school leadership in
Bhutan from 2008 to the
present,
with
particular
reference to leadership in
remote schools?

2.1

What policies and practices have been
implemented in Bhutan from 2008 to the
present regarding primary school
leadership, particularly with reference to
remote schools?

2.2

What have been the reasons behind, and
the influences on, the policies and
practices implemented to establish the
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primary school leadership from 2008 to
the present?
2.3

What are the changes in primary school
leadership that can be perceived as having
taken place from 2008 to the present?

2.4

What continuities can be perceived to
exist between pre-transition primary
school leadership and current primary
school leadership in Bhutan?

2.5

When and why did changes occur in
primary school leadership from 2008 to
the present, and who/what influenced
these changes?

2.6

What
are
the
advantages
and
disadvantages that key stakeholders have
identified regarding primary school
leadership in Bhutan from 2008 to the
present?

As previously indicated in relation to the first research question, such guiding questions were
not specific questions to be answered. Rather, they were broad questions outlined at the
beginning of the study which were seen to have the greatest potential to generate data relevant
to the central area of interest. For example, Guiding Question 2.1 was translated into a set of
more specific questions in the initial aide-memoire, as shown now in Table 4.14:
Table 4.14: The Development of Aide-memoire Questions from the First Guiding
Question of the Second Central Research Question
Guiding Question
2.1 What policies and
practices
have
been
implemented in Bhutan from
2008 to the present regarding
primary school leadership,
particularly with reference to
remote schools?

Examples of Questions from the Initial Aidememoire
2.1.1
Which policies and practices have been
implemented to establish primary school
leadership from 2008 to present?
2.1.2
What approaches have been employed to
implement the policies and practices of
primary school leadership from 2008 to
present and why?
2.1.3
Who have created the policies and practices
of primary school leadership in Bhutan from
2008 to present and why?
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2.1.4
2.1.5

Under what conditions the policies and
practices of primary school leadership have
been implemented from 2008 to present?
What are the consequences of the
implementation of the policies and practices
of primary school leadership from 2008 to
present?

Similar aide-memoire questions were developed for other guiding questions.
4.4.2.2 Data Analysis
As with the previous central research question, the grounded theory methods described earlier
in the chapter were again used. The researcher systematically and logically analysed the
documents gathered in the course of the research. Again, particular and general ideas, along
with themes, and concepts were generated and were used as the basis for making
generalisations. An example of the coding process adopted is now indicated in Table 4.15:
Table 4.15: Open Coding for a Document Gathered
The document is an extract from 11th Five Year Plan (2008-2013). It was utilised in
addressing the Guiding Question 2.1: Which policies and practices have been
implemented to establish primary school leadership from 2008 to present?
Document
Coding
Recent statistics shows that good progress has been
achieved in providing access to education. Gender
parity has been achieved at primary and secondary
education level, while it is improving at higher
secondary and tertiary level. The current challenge is
providing the proverbial “last mile access” to achieve
Universal Primary Education. It is estimated that about
2% of primary school age children are not in school.
These are children from i) remote and hard to reach area;
ii) migrant population; and iii) the urban poor including
those with special needs.

Achievement in access to
education and gender
parity at primary and
secondary level.
Two per cent of primary
level children left out. This
includes children from
remote areas, migrants,
economically disadvantage
and with special needs.

The past Five-Year Plans saw rapid expansion of school
infrastructure to provide access to education. Today, the
situation is one where student numbers, especially in
rural areas, are declining at primary and secondary
levels while demand for higher secondary and tertiary
education is increasing. This demand cannot be met
without further investments in school infrastructure.
Furthermore, the phasing out of donor assistance has

Decrease in primary and
lower secondary
enrolments.
Increase in higher
secondary and tertiary
enrolments.
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posed numerous challenges in terms of sustainability of Need for more
some of its important programs.
infrastructure and
assistance.

4.4.3 The Third Research Question
The third research question of the study reported in this thesis was aimed at generating
understandings of current issues of concern for primary school leaders in challenging
circumstances both geographically and demographically. In this regard, ‘concerns’ were
considered to be matters that affect individuals in their everyday working lives; they are matters
that represent participants’ interest and attention.
4.4.3.1 Data Gathering
A semi-structured interview approach was chosen as the principal data gathering method to
investigate research question number three as it is consistent with the interpretivist paradigm
(O’Donoghue, 2007) as well as with the grounded theory method of collecting data (Creswell,
2013; Savin-Baden & Major, 2013). The questions were flexibly worded and not highly
structured (Merriam, 2009). Flexibility included being responsive to what participants said and
following up interesting points, varying the order of questions, following up leads, and clearing
up inconsistencies in answers (Bryman, 2013).
As with the first and second research questions, this aspect of the study was also
exploratory. Thus, it was again not possible from the outset to know the total sum of subresearch questions needed to guide the research on this question. However, some guiding
questions were deduced from this central question. Examples of these are now laid out in Table
4.16:
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Table 4.16: The Development of Guiding Questions from the Third Central Research
Question
Central
Research Guiding Questions
Question
3. What issues are 3.1
What aims do school leaders have in performing
currently of concern to
their work? What reasons do they give for
primary school leaders in
having these aims? What challenges do they face
remote
schools
in
in trying to realize their aims?
Bhutan, and how do they
deal with them?
3.2
What are the strategies that school leaders
employ in trying to realize their aims? What
reasons do they give for the strategies they
employ? What challenges do they face in
employing them?
3.3

What significance do the school leaders attach to
their aims and strategies? What reasons do they
give for their position on this? What challenges
do they face in trying to maintain this position?

3.4

What outcomes do the school leaders expect
from pursuing their aims and strategies? What
reasons do they give for expecting these
outcomes? What challenges do they face in
trying to realize them?

3.5

What is the nature of the context within which
the school leaders work which influences them
in their work and which presents them with
challenges?

As previously noted in the case of the first and second research question, such guiding questions
were not seen as being specific questions to be answered. Rather, they were broad questions
that had the greatest potential to generate data pertinent to the central areas of interest. For
example, Guiding Question 3.1 was translated into the following set of more specific questions
in the initial aide-memoire:
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Table 4.17: The Development of Aide-memoire Questions from the First Guiding
Question of the Third Central Research Question
Guiding Question

Examples of Questions from the Initial Aide-memoire

3.1. What aims do school
leaders
have
in
performing their work?
What reasons do they
give for having these
aims? What challenges do
they face in trying to
realize their aims?

3.1.1

What do school leaders want to achieve when
they perform their work?

3.1.2

What personal and organisational reasons do
they give for having these aims?

3.1.3

What internal and external challenges do they
face in trying to realise their aims?

Similar aide-memoire questions were developed for other guiding questions.
Interviews were supplemented by a process of unstructured and non-participant
observation. In non-participant observation, the researcher studies participants, or settings,
from the ‘outside’ (Creswell, 2013), while in unstructured observation, the researcher does not
use pre-specified categories and explores the setting or participants’ perspectives and actions
in a natural open-ended way (Punch, 2014). Unstructured non-participant observations were
employed only as a means to check or to confirm interpretations of interview data, and to
encourage one to ask further data gathering questions.
4.4.3.2. Data Analysis
Grounded theory methods of open coding, described earlier in this chapter, were used to
logically and systematically analyse the total body of transcribed interviews. The purpose of
this analysis was to understand both the issues of current concern for primary school leaders in
challenging circumstances, geographically and demographically, where SMB is policy, and
how they dealt with those issues. General ideas, concepts, themes and categories were
generated. These were then used as the basis for generating propositions. An example of an
interviews analysis is outlined below:
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Table 4.18: Open Coding for an Interview Transcript
Open coding for an extract from the transcript of an interview with a primary school
principal in addressing Guiding Question 3.1: What aims do school leaders have in
performing their work? What reasons do they give for having these aims? What
challenges do they face in trying to realise their aims?
Document
Coding
New vision to make the school exemplary place for
learning.
I feel teamwork and honesty are important amongst many
others to achieve our vision. Honesty in teaching and
carrying out our duties. If one teacher is a black sheep
amongst us, I am confident to say that many will fail to
achieve our mission. Since we are just few numbers of
staff, we must come together for expertise and resources.
Teamwork is ok in our school. Honesty is important
because different people have different attitudes. No
problem with teamwork in this school. As a principal, I
have to be the role model and show them the way. Like for
example, how the work is done. Another strategy that I use
is effective communication with my staff.
Very important. We should know where we are going.
Fulfill MoE’s vision and mission. MoE has its vision and
mission. Schools should contribute to fulfill MoE. If your
school’s vison is fulfilled, dzongkhag’s vision and mission
is fulfilled and MoE’s vision and mission is fulfilled.
Everything is a challenge. In a remote school setting,
everything comes with a cost. We have challenge in
expertise, challenge in resource (financial and human).
There is nothing we cannot do. We can move forward
somehow or someway. As an institution and individual,
we cannot stand and stare even if there are challenges, we
have to move forward. Yes, there are challenges.

Aim of school leaders.
Perceived strategies
required for achieving
their aim.

Importance of their aim.

Perceived challenges of
being in a remote school.

The purpose of this analysis was to understand the issues of concern for primary school leaders.
Again, general ideas, concepts, themes and categories were generated. They were then used as
the basis for generating propositions.
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4.5 An Overview on the Quality of the Data

4.5.1 Recording and Storage of the Data
It is important for the qualitative researcher to employ an organised and efficient system for
the storage of research data (Creswell, 2013). Interviews were recorded on an audio recording
device and stored in electronic format. Back-up copies were made of all electronic data.
Interview recordings were transcribed, coded and filed in a locked cabinet. Data from
documentary sources were also coded and filed. As codes, categories, and themes emerged
they were also filed. Memos and diagrams were referenced and filed in a way which ensured
they were easily retrieved for sorting and cross referencing.
The efficient analysis of the data, the coding of transcripts and documents, and the
systematic storage of memos, diagrams, and categories, ensured that all categories, themes, and
sub-themes could be traced back to the data. This approach to the organisation of
documentation is known as the development of an ‘audit trail’ (Flick, 2009).
4.5.2 Quality of the Data
In a study of quality, the results must be perceived as being credible by readers, practitioners,
and other researchers (Merriam, 2009). Thus, it was deemed of utmost importance that the
results of study being reported here represented the concerns raised by the study-participants
in relation to their functions as primary school leaders in Bhutan and the issues that existed for
them.
In order to ensure the quality of the study, the researcher used trustworthiness criteria
(Savin-Baden & Major, 2013). They are credibility, transferability, dependability, and
confirmability (Ary et al., 2010; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The following paragraphs provide a
brief description of how cognisance was taken of these criteria as they influenced the conduct
of the study.

102

4.5.2.1 Credibility
Credibility indicates that results are trustworthy if they reflect participants’, researchers’ and
readers’ experiences (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). It relates to whether results are believable or
not. It involves how well the investigator “has established confidence in the findings based on
the research design, participants and context” (Ary et al., 2010, p. 498).
A number of methods were used to address credibility. These included the use of
multiple methods, sources of data, theoretical perspectives, member checks, adequate
engagement in data collection, reflexivity, and peer examination (Merriam, 2009). Member
checks were also undertaken. These involved taking the data and interpretations of the
researcher back to the study-participants, with the objective of asking them if the findings were
credible to them (Merriam, 2009).
Peer review was also undertaken (Merriam, 2009). This involved peer reviewing
various phases of the research (Savin-Baden & Major, 2013). They read and gave comments
on the data and findings. They also assessed whether the findings seemed plausible to them
based on the data (Merriam, 2009). To this end, they checked for accuracy and ensured that the
results and interpretations were supported by the data.
4.5.2.2 Transferability
Transferability can be defined as the extent to which the product of the research can be applied,
or generalized, to similar contexts (Ary et al., 2010; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Transferability
depends on the fittingness, “the degree of congruence between sending and receiving contexts”
(Ary et al., 2010). It is decided upon by the reader of the results instead of by the researcher.
The readers or potential users must compare and decide on the similarity of the two contexts
(Ary et al., 2010; Savin-Baden & Major, 2013)
In order to promote transferability, the researcher has provided a thick description of
the process and the contexts of the research (Ary et al., 2010; Schwartz-Shea & Yanow, 2012).
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This should enable the readers to determine whether the researcher has been rigorous during
the research process and consider whether the findings are transferrable to similar contexts
(Merriam, 2009).
4.5.2.3 Dependability
Dependability relates to the extent to which variation can be tracked (Ary et al., 2010). It
requires that the researcher ensures that the process of research is logical and clearly
documented (Lincoln & Guba, 1985), and the changes that occurred while the research was
ongoing were made clear (Savin-Baden & Major, 2013). To this end, the present researcher
generated an ‘audit trail’ (Flick, 2009; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). This is a “qualitative
researcher’s documentation of how a study was conducted, including what was done, when,
and why” (Ary et al., 2010, p. 636). It involved developing a description of the entire research
process, from the start to the final reporting. Also, it allows an external auditor to examine the
study from the beginning to the end and to judge the trustworthiness of its outcomes (SavinBaden & Major, 2013).
4.5.2.4 Confirmability
Confirmability is “the extent to which the data and interpretations of the study are grounded in
events rather than in the inquirer’s personal constructions” (Ary et al., 2010, p. 636). This
implies that the researcher’s interpretation must be confirmed by others (Savin-Baden & Major,
2013). This, in turn, requires that data can be traced back to their original source (Creswell,
2013). Again, the audit trail served this purpose (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
4.6 Ethical Considerations
The study reported here received approval from the Ministry of Education in Bhutan (Appendix
A), prior to obtaining ethical clearance from The University of Western Australia’s Human
Research Ethics Committee (Appendix B). Due to the nature of the study, the researcher
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maintained close contact with the participants. The researcher frequently dealt with sensitive
and privileged information and examined carefully the significance of such issues for the study.
Then, the researcher had to decide which data should be recorded, and eventually included or
excluded accordingly.
Privacy and confidentiality of the participants were maintained. Pseudonyms were used
instead of the names of the participants, for analysis. Also, all of participants were informed
that the final document and possible subsequent publications would not mention their names
or location.
Approval for the primary school principals to participate in the study was obtained from
the Ministry of Education in Bhutan. Invitation letters to participate in the study were sent to
the principals and consent forms were signed by participants (Appendix C and Appendix D).
The purpose of the interviews was explained to all participants before the interviews were
conducted. In addition, an assurance was given to all participants that any one of them could
withdraw from the study at any given time without prejudice.
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4.7 Conclusion
This chapter has considered the research design and methodology of the study reported in this
thesis. First, the nature of the theoretical framework that underpinned it was outlined. This was
followed by a description of the context of primary school leadership in Bhutan. Next, the
approach to the selection of the study-participants was explained and an overview of the
methods of data collection and analysis was presented. Following this, the manner in which the
theoretical framework was applied in relation to each of the three research questions was
outlined. The provisions that were made to ensure the trustworthiness of the data were
explained. Finally, a brief review of some of the ethical issues that were considered in
conducting the study was discussed. Chapter Five will now present the results of the study in
relation to the first research question.
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CHAPTER FIVE
HISTORICAL BACKGROUND TO PRIMARY SCHOOL LEADERSHIP IN
BHUTAN
5.1 Introduction

This chapter relates to the first aim of the study being reported in this thesis, which was to
provide a thick, rich description and analysis of the historical background to primary school
leadership in Bhutan specifically from 1961 to 2008, with particular reference to the situation
regarding remote schools. The year 1961 was chosen as the opening year because that was
when Western education was introduced on a wide scale. The closing year, 2008, was when
the nation’s absolute monarchy was replaced by a constitutional monarchy and when
government ministers were appointed by the ruling government.
It is important to have an understanding, of the historical background to primary school
leadership in Bhutan because the present context evolved from its past. The situation was
addressed through an analysis of a wide range of sources. These included public and private
records of the Ministry of Education, academic journals, conference papers, national
newspapers, and other relevant documents. The interpretivist research paradigm as indicated
in the previous chapter was applied to guide the process of reviewing these documents, just as
it was for addressing research questions two and three.
5.2 Education Policies and Practices Implemented in Bhutan from 1961 to 2008

5.2.1 Developments Initiated Following the Introduction of the First Five-Year
Development Plan
In 1961, Bhutan’s first five-year socio-economic development plan was launched (Tashi &
Maxwell, 2016). Since the country had no significant financial resources to help to implement
it, the Indian Government granted aid for the task. From then, education continued to be a
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priority and received about 19 to 20 per cent of the national budget (Hasratt, 1980). With the
aim to produce skilled human resources in the country, several modern primary schools were
opened throughout the country at the beginning of the initiative. Until then, there were few
modern primary schools, and which was there was run by only one or two teachers. The new
schools were termed ‘modern’ because they were different from the monastic schools which
had already been long established (Dukpa, 2016).
The Government recruited almost all teachers from India and elsewhere. Most of the
Indian teachers had no training or teaching experience. Furthermore, many of the Indian
teachers who came during this time later stayed on as principals and inspectors (Department of
Education, 1979). At the same time, due to few financial incentives, it was difficult to attract
and recruit the best teachers from outside Bhutan (Tashi, 2013). Thus, most of the remote
primary schools, in particular, were staffed by inadequately qualified teachers. In addition,
teacher shortage was a crucial problem from the beginning and still is today (Dorji, 2020;
Sherab & Halloway, 2006; VanBalkom & Sherman, 2010). In February 1982, for example, it
was reported that 400 new specialized subject teachers were urgently required. Nevertheless,
free education was provided for all children irrespective of their socio-economic background
(Dukpa, 2013).
While the principals of the central and high schools were directly accountable to the
Department of Education, the primary school principals were answerable to district education
officers, who in turn, had to report to the Department of Education and the district authorities
(Bray, 1996b). District commissioners (governors) were the immediate managers of district
education officers. At the school level, the principals were responsible for the day-to-day
administration of the school. All principals and the majority of the teachers resided within a
school’s campus. That was facilitated by the construction of primary schools to include
teachers’ and principals’ quarters (Dorji, 2005).
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5.2.2 Role of the Principals
‘Modern’ schooling in Bhutan seems to have begun in 1914 with the establishment of a primary
school in Haa, in the western district of Bhutan. In the same year, 40 students were sent to the
Scottish Missionary School in Kalimpong, India. Some of these students later became teachers
on their return (Wangmo & Choden, 2011).
Until the 1950s, there were very few ‘modern’ primary schools in Bhutan and nearly
all of those that existed were small, ranging from 30 to 100 students per school (Hirayama,
2015). Although the schools were run by the State, the principal had authority to manage them.
There was no formally designed and systematic curriculum though. Further, Hindi was the
medium of instruction during that time, but it was completely removed in 1962 and replaced
by English in 1963. In addition, the national language ‘Dzongkha’ was made a compulsory
school subject from that year onwards (Phuntsho, 2000).
The principal had the authority to hire and fire his teachers and the salary was paid by
the State. High achievers from all over the country were sent to missionary schools in
Darjeeling and Kalimpong in India for further studies since there were no secondary schools
in the country (Thinley, 1996). Principals were highly authoritative and ran the schools
according to their own wishes. Problematic students were severely punished and expelled.
However, as the number of schools increased, the role of the principals began to change under
the influence of Indian teachers, such that they moved from being rigid to being benevolent
authoritarian (Dukpa, 2013).
By the late 1960s, the Department of Education was well established, and it had an
inspectorate unit (Zangmo, 2018). The members of the unit then started issuing directives,
circulars and detailed syllabi, gradually diluting the authority of the principals. Nevertheless,
the principals still remained highly regarded in primary schools and in rural areas (Dorji, 2003).
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Principals were responsible for the day-to-day administration and organization of the
schools. They could suspend and expel the disruptive students as they wished. However,
circumstances changed as the parents in urban areas started to become more literate (Wangyal,
2001). The voices of rural parents also came to be raised by their representatives in relation to
the principals’ and teachers’ behaviour and actions towards their children. Soon district
development committee meetings came to decide that the principals could not expel students
from the schools (Choden et al., 2014). Those meetings were chaired by district commissioners
who now had direct control over primary schools. The local authorities also developed a certain
amount of indirect influence over the secondary schools. Because of this, maintaining good
relations with both parents and local authorities became more important than it had been
previously (Dukpa, 2013).
While the principals were responsible for whatever happened inside the schools, a bypassing of communication channels was often common (Yangdon, 2019). The rules governing
primary schools clearly stated that every communication should be routed through proper
channels and that a teacher should write to the Department of Education only through his or
her principal. In practice, though, many teachers wrote directly to the Department and
sometimes actions were taken based on their statements and often without proper verification
(Lhaden, 2016). At other times, positions were given directly to the teachers from the
Department without the knowledge of the principals. Thus, principals were not exactly ‘gatekeepers’ like in other countries (Dukpa, 2013).
At the same time, every principal was seen as a focal point both in management and in
times of organizational crises (Padhan & Tshersing, 2015). However, many schools faced
organizational and administrative problems due to principals lacking managerial and
administrative skills including in relation to primary school education. Success in the classroom
rather than leadership skills led to them being appointed to their posts (Mittu & Tenzin, 2018).
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An additional challenge was that schools expanded in numbers and in size, with primary
schools rising to more than 400 students. Consequently, schools required their principals to
perform more and more managerial and administrative tasks (Sherab et al., 2014). In this
respect, even though the schools’ administrative and organizational structures were not as
complex as those of schools in advanced countries, they still were complex. Furthermore, the
largest central school in the country grew to over 1000 students, with 30 to 35 teachers and one
or two administrative assistants employed there (Dukpa, 2013).
Unlike in other countries, timetabling was not an important task in Bhutan because of
the centralized standard curriculum which even outlined the number of periods to be allocated
for each subject each week (Gyamtsho & Dukpa, 1999). Around 5 to 16 subjects were taught
in primary schools. All the subjects were compulsory for students irrespective of their aptitude.
This made the task of timetabling easy (Dukpa, 2013).
Teacher shortage though was a major problem encountered by principals of schools.
Teachers were recruited based on their specialized subject qualifications (Choden, 2018).
Principals were not involved in the selection process even though there was some concern
about that. Rather, principals were required to send a list of teachers that they needed in their
schools to the Department of Education. Yet, most of the time, they did not get the required
number of them. To make the situation worse, some teachers could get transferred without prior
consultation with and knowledge of the principal (Dorji, 2005).
In many cases, teachers taught more than one subject, irrespective of their competence
and knowledge (Sherab & Dorji, 2013). The inclusion of extra-curricular activities in the school
timetable was left at the discretion of the school principal. Many allocated those periods to
extra tuition in subjects like English, mathematics and science. Hence, timetabling tended to
differ from one school to the other (Tashi, 2013).
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The organization of primary schools also varied despite the fact that they were centrally
administered, although there were no established posts between the level of principal and that
of teacher (Tshewang & Leksansern, 2020). Some primary schools had Bhutanese viceprincipals where there was an Indian principal. Every principal also was required to select a
senior teacher as his or her assistant for the day-to-day administration of the school. Those
senior teachers were meant to be selected from a pool of experienced and competent teachers
within the school (Tashi, 2015). In practice, however, the principal selected the teacher who
was loyal to him or her that led to favouritism. When a principal was absent the senior teachers
had to manage the school. They faced several problems in that regard since their colleagues
often rejected their authority. Further, they were not given the position of vice-principal
(Dukpa, 2013).
Major administrative tasks of schools in Bhutan involved admission of students,
especially boarders, hostel management and administration, and conducting regular staff
meetings including in relation to primary school education (Dema, 2017). They also had to do
stock taking (acquisition of textbooks, stationery and sport equipment), conduct induction and
allocation of first year students and students transferred from other schools to classes or
teachers and allocation of classes to existing students (Wangchuck & Chalermnirundorn,
2019). Further work included the distribution of textbooks, stationeries to classes and students,
the maintenance of stationery stores, submitting the list of teachers required to the Department
of Education and frequently reminding about the supply of teachers to the school, and the
preparation of the school timetable (Dorji, 2005).
There were also duties that had to be carried out on an annual basis (Wangchuck &
Chalermnirundorn, 2019). Those included making statistical returns to the Department of
Education and to the Department of Manpower/Labour, reporting on students’ academic
progress and health, attendance, prayer services, a monthly report on prayer services submitted
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to the Ministry of Home Affairs, and overseeing extra-curricular activities, especially the
compulsory school agriculture (Dukpa, 2013).
Finally, principals were involved in the preparation for the payment of bills, collecting
cash or cheques from the Department of Education and making cash payments to all teaching
and non-teaching staff and other temporary employees (Drakpa, 2018). Further, they had to
estimate and budget for maintenance and renovation of school properties like furniture and
minor construction works. Finally, they had to arrange for both internal and external
examinations and arranging of social activities like His Majesty’s birthday celebration,
festivals, cultural shows and the annual sports day (Dorji, 2005).
The nation’s education central store, which was located in an Indo-Bhutan border town,
distributed textbooks, stationery, sports equipment and other necessary items to all schools in
the country (Ministry of Education, 2004). Most of the time, acquisition of stock from the
central store was a major task for the principals. Remote primary schools did not receive stock
on time. Sometimes it was delayed for months and the schools could not function well (Dukpa,
2013).
Hostel management in all boarding primary schools was another major task for the
principals of schools (Dorji et al., 2019). In rural areas, basic necessities like food and
vegetables were not easily available. They had to be brought from the nearest town on horseback since transportation facilities were also often unavailable.
Admission of new students, especially boarders, was a further significant responsibility
for principals and became increasingly political (Ministry of Education, 2002). Since the
boarding facilities were not readily available to all students, it became a common practice for
parents to approach high ranking officials for ‘office order’ to admit their children as boarders.
The principal had the full authority to admit students even though the admission was done
through a Students’ Admission Committee (Dukpa, 2013).
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Admission time provided principals with a great opportunity to meet and interact with
the parents who lived far away from the school. It was also one of the busiest times of the
academic session for the principals. Another time-consuming task for the principals and
teachers was when they had to conduct internal examinations and rigorous continuous
assessments (Maxwell et al., 2010). Every child had to pass the internally organized
examination to move to the next higher grade. It is reported however, that some unprofessional
teachers misused their powers to ‘pass’ or ‘fail’ a student (Dukpa, 2013).
Obtaining a hundred per cent pass rate for their students in the external examinations
had become the main goal of every school in the country, including in relation to primary
school education. Nevertheless, principals tended to be more concerned about syllabus
coverage than about the national education goals. Along with administrative tasks, principals
had to teach 20 to 25 class periods per week.
It was difficult for the principals to perform dual functions. That meant that they could
not perform any functions effectively. Furthermore, many primary school principals in rural
areas did not have any contact with the mass media, employers and researchers (Dorji et al.,
2019). Rather, they only had contact with the local community members. A benefit, however,
was that they were free from major demands for accountability.

5.2.2.1 Power and Authority
1. Legality of action
There were no formal rules or education acts that clearly stated that the principal was
responsible for internal organization and discipline in the school. Very often, principals found
themselves in difficult situations as there were no legal documents to which they could refer to
legitimize their actions. The National Education Policy (Ministry of Education, 2018b), that
eventually addressed that, had yet to be published.
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2. Rational legitimation
The Department of Education decided who could go to a secondary school. The curriculum
was also centrally designed. Further, the Department’s officials were sceptical as to whether
the principals really referred to and took note of the expectations of higher order institutions
when deciding on their actions (Dukpa, 2013).
3. Traditional legitimation
This was the major source of legitimation of much power. Traditionally, the principal was
expected to run and lead the school and the teachers and students were expected to respect his
leadership. Many of his actions and those of teachers were legitimized by traditions which
essentially were non-rational (Hayward et al., 2010). Nevertheless, principals and teachers
were expected to justify their actions with adequate evidence.
The four modes of authority use as detailed by Dukpa (2013) are now discussed below.
1. Bureaucratic Authority
The education system as a whole in Bhutan was bureaucratically organized, including in
relation to primary school education, and the principals fell within the territory of middle
management. However, the education organization lacked certain fundamental characteristics
of bureaucracy, such as clearly defined objectives, clearly defined roles, and clearly formulated
rules and regulations (Schmidt, 2020). In addition, some deputy directors’ roles were not
clearly defined, nor were those of the schools’ inspectors. A considerable amount of time of
inspectors was also spent on supervision of construction works and repairs, rather than on the
supervision of teaching and learning.
With regard to school organization, some elements of bureaucracy were clear in the
form of timetabling, division of labour, detailed syllabus, circulars containing ambiguous rules
especially related to financial matters, record keeping and registers (Ministry of Education,
2009). In boarding schools, there were superintendents, wardens and matrons who were also
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teachers and were paid allowances for taking on additional responsibilities. There were also
other informal posts such as those of senior teachers, housemasters, chairpersons of
committees, and librarians, all of whom were also teachers but were not paid any allowance
(Choden, 2018). At the apex of the formal and informal hierarchical structure was the principal.
All teachers, students, parents, local authority and the Department of Education accepted
his/her bureaucratic authority, at least in principle.
2. Ritualistic Authority
Both principals and teachers in Bhutan exercised authority to the maximum extent, and they
were highly encouraged to do so by the Department of Education (Ministry of Education,
2012). Control over students, however, may have been excessively exercised. Moreover,
relationships between teachers and especially between the principal and students were
rigorously formal (Sherab et al., 2014).
3. Charismatic Authority
Not all principals possessed ‘charisma’. Yet, the public expected each of them to possess it. It
was stated that it rested in personality (Drukpa, 2016). In some schools, it was stated that the
principal could not control his teachers and students due to lack of personality even though he
had knowledge and qualifications. However, it was observed too that principals had no
administrative experience (Dukpa, 2013).
4. Professional Authority
Most principals were professionally qualified and trained teachers (Tashi, 2015). They also
designed curricula for all schools and the questions for external examinations were set by their
teachers. The principals’ degree of autonomy varied along a continuum. At one end there was
a group who had virtually no discretion since prior permission from the Department of
Education had to be sought before they took any action on most matters. On the other end,
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there was a group of principals who enjoyed a higher degree of autonomy (Wangmo, 2018).
The majority of principals, though, were placed along the middle of the continuum.
The principals had to be convinced of the necessity, if not the indispensability, of
listening to, and negotiating with the teachers for the efficient management of schools. As
leaders they also had several advantages. At the time, they were largely dependent on
bureaucratic authority which was associated with ‘coercive control’ (Jamtsho, 2004). There
was a need to train them in the use of ‘influence strategy’, which was a synonym for
professional authority.
5.2.2.2 Leadership Styles
Of four common styles of leadership, authoritarian and laissez-faire were dominant in schools
in Bhutan historically, including in primary schools. Laissez-faire leaders were largely
associated with poor leadership, in the education system (Leithwood et al., 1999; Oluremi,
2008). Teachers, especially the adequately qualified group, found it extremely difficult to work
under an authoritarian or dictatorial leader. They either challenged their principal or left the
job. In both cases, organizational problems were created (Tashi, 2013).
There was also a considerable number of principals who were knowingly or
unknowingly, practicing a sort of laissez-faire style of leadership. No school had a clear
philosophy and goals. Attainment of one hundred per cent pass for their students in the external
examination was major aim that they had and most of them failed to achieve it because they
did not know how to go about being successful (Dukpa, 2013). Many principals were uncertain
about what they did and about the direction in which they and their schools were moving. In
that situation, every teacher took control while there was no one to control him or her
(Tshewang & Leksansern, 2020). Many principals too found themselves under too much stress
and eventually resigned from their posts. Nevertheless, it was recognized that training in
leadership skills would be invaluable to help principals to become effective (Dorji, 2005).
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5.2.3 Decision-Making, Consultation, Participation and Delegation
Since the education system was centralized, decisions were usually taken at the top and then
passed down through the chain of command (Thinley, 2016). At the school level, the principal
took decisions after consultation with the senior teachers. Other teachers were hardly involved
at all in deliberations pertaining to managerial and administrative tasks. At the same time, the
principals did not have any control over the classroom activities since the responsibilities in
that regard were entrusted to the individual teachers. He or she made all decisions related to
teaching, to learning materials, and to teaching methods. Further, he or she had great authority
in determining if a child should ‘pass’ or ‘fail’ in the annual examinations. By contrast, the
principals hardly ever supervised classroom activities and visits from school inspectors were
very rare (Tashi, 2013).
Teachers, as a result, developed only a restricted professionality. That was because of
the work arrangements. Moreover, there was a great need to encourage them to become
extended professionals by allowing them to participate in decision making in their work
situations (Dukpa, 2013).
5.2.3.1 Consultation and Participation
Genuine consultation and participation, it may be argued, can boost the morale of teachers
(Gordon, 2013). The teachers’ morale in Bhutan though was considered to be low (REC, 2013).
It was found to be thus because of lack of genuine consultation and participation.
Many schools held monthly staff meetings simply because that was mandatory and in
some cases they did not even do so (Ministry of Education, 2010). In the meetings, staff usually
discussed trivial and routine administrative problems, instead of addressing serious problems
and matters to do with the progress and prospects of the school. The meeting procedures were
also very crude in the sense that agendas were not organized systematically. Moreover, in most
of the cases teachers did not know the agenda items prior to a meeting (Dukpa, 2013).
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There was no consultation or participation at all (Dorji, & Soranastaporn, 2015).
However, there was a rise in factionalism based on racism. To deter this, the national
Department of Education had to have steps to ensure that no school had a majority of one ethnic
group of teachers. That was so even in relation to the two dominant groups of Indian teachers,
namely, West Bengal Indians and South Indians (Dukpa, 2013).
5.2.3.2 Delegation
It has already been mentioned that principals faced a range of managerial, administrative and
teaching tasks. It was also very evident that a principal alone could not handle all of the tasks
(Drakpa, 2018). Moreover, anyone who attempted to do so usually ended up in trouble by either
getting transferred to another school or by getting promotion delayed. Yet, principals did not
delegate responsibilities, partly because they were ignorant of delegation processes and partly
because they did not trust their teachers or their staff. The lack of established promotional posts
also hampered the practice of delegation (Tashi, 2013).
Organizational patterns varied from school to school. Some schools had several
committees and some had none. Almost all schools were divided into house systems, and house
masters were responsible for extra-curricular activities, including school agriculture. Wardens
were responsible for pastoral care of boarders (Jamtsho, 2017). A class teacher (form teacher)
was responsible for taking attendance, keeping progress report cards, health cards and pastoral
care. They were allocated the maximum number of periods in their own class to allow them to
have maximum contact with the students.
The senior teacher usually completed the official returns and dealt with enquiries from
the Department of Education, while the superintendent looked after hostel management
(Chhoeda, 2007). Yet, while all teachers performed various tasks and responsibilities, they
were not allowed to make policy decisions. All matters, whether trivial or important, were
referred to the principal (Wangchuck, 2019). Thus, they were not permitted to offer views on

119

school objectives and forward planning. There was a lack of delegation of work to teachers by
the principals. Furthermore, when delegation did occur, principals tended to delegate to
teachers of their own ethnic background. That led to a negative organizational climate and
culture (Dukpa, 2013).
5.2.3.3 Communication
The pattern of communication in the education sector in the country was considered to be a
top-down and one-way system. The upward communication occurred usually in the form of
reports. It was not unusual for those to be distorted to please super-ordinates.
Many schools did not have modern amenities like the telephone (Dorji et al., 2019).
The principal also had to obtain permission from the Education Department, especially when
needing to repair furniture, so that money spent was reimbursed. Sometimes it took months to
get the permission and at times principals did not get any response at all. On the whole, the
communication network with the Department of Education was inadequate. This hampered the
proper functioning of schools (Dorji, 2005).
Most of the information pertinent to day-to-day administration of the school was
transmitted informally. The principal informed the staff in the staffroom verbally (Tshering &
Sawangmek, 2016). There was hardly any written communication apart from the occasional
distribution of short notes and memoranda. Communication between the principal and teachers
though was sometimes better if both were Bhutanese. The pattern of communication had
important implications for interpersonal relationships. The stronger the channel of
communication, the better the relationships appeared to be and vice versa (Dukpa, 2013).
Communication with parents in any form was very rare. Some schools periodically sent
progress report cards written in English to parents, most of whom could not read (Zangmo,
2014). In like manner, newsletters or any other written form of communications with parents
did not serve their supposed purpose. Personal contact appears to have been deemed desirable,
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but there was often a language barrier as most Indian principals did not know the local
language. That proved to be a major impediment to the promotion of the desired level of
relations between the school and the community, especially in rural areas (Dorji, 2016). At the
same time, parents began to show an interest in what was happening at school following the
imposition of regulations which stated that a child who failed in annual examinations, internal
or external, would lose his or her boarding facility and that his or her subsequent failure would
result in the loss of a scholarship. Years later, many parents produced written petitions
complaining about school organization, and hostel management not only to the Department of
Education but also to the Minister for Education (Dukpa, 2013). Clearly relationship with
parents had become a major area of concern (Dorji et al., 2019).
5.3 Selection of Principals
During the period under consideration principals in many developed countries were being
promoted to their post after having several years of teaching experience. In contrast, in Bhutan,
some young university and college graduates with no teaching experience and training were
being promoted to being principals. These individuals were usually nationals and the problems
they faced in their first few years in post were enormous (Tashi, 2015). They received no
induction or orientation courses, let alone specific training.
Principals were appointed directly by the Department of Education, sometimes on the
recommendation of a senior inspector of schools. There was no selection procedure in place at
all. In fact, teachers often did not even apply formally. Sometimes the Education Department
selected a teacher as principal and then sent him or her to a rural area against the individual’s
wish. After a year or so there, some principals resigned from the job, preferring to be a teacher
in an urban area rather than being a principal in a rural locality (Dorji et al., 2019). At the same
time, there were some teachers who were competent and happy to work in any part of the
country provided they gained promotion. Often, however, they were not handpicked to be
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principals. This indicated there was a need to establish a selection system for this important
post of principal (Dorji, 2005).
5.3.1 Training Needs
The Department of Education eventually recognized the need for training of administrators
working at various levels to be conducted, including as inspectors and district education
officers, as most of those were deemed to be inferior to the principals in junior high schools
and high schools in terms of academic qualifications, teaching experiences and salary (Dorji,
2005). Without adequate training there was no way they could perform their respective
functions satisfactorily so that they could help in school improvement. In the case of the
inspectors, for example, none had undergone any supervisory training and there were even
some who did not have any teaching experience (Tashi, 2013).
More broadly, there was a need for restructuring the whole education system, including
in terms of policies regarding recruitment. As Dukpa (2013) stated, inspectors should have
been selected from among experienced principals and they should have been given a higher
status than that of principals. Furthermore, since their number and that of other higher-level
administrators was comparatively small and since they had no direct responsibility over
individual schools, the training of principals was soon given higher priority (Tashi, 2013). The
view was that the success of schools largely depended on them.
It was very evident that the principals in their previous posts had really only one set of
functions, which was teaching. Now they had to perform an additional set of functions
(Hayward et al., 2010). That demanded new expertise or a new set of skills. However, there
was no formally established career pattern in the school system. Thus, as teachers they had
been deprived of opportunities for on-the-job leadership development.
Schools were rapidly growing, both in size and number. The bigger the schools, the
more managerial and administrative tasks a principal had to undertake. He or she also now had
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to interact with more people with diverse interests (Drukpa & Brien, 2013). Because they
lacked managerial and administrative knowledge and skills, most of them found it difficult to
cope with increasing organizational challenges. Training clearly was required, not only to equip
principals with knowledge and skills required to effectively discharge their duties, but also to
help them to adopt a problem-solving approach to the school improvement process (Tshering
& Sawangmek, 2016).
The new expectation was that as a leader of a school, a principal had to ensure that
teaching and learning activities in the classroom were effectively implemented. The associated
expectation was that it required the setting up of a comprehensive administrative policy
(Sherman, 2013). That was because socio-economic political changes occurring outside of the
school setting demanded changes in the school system.
With the introduction in 1980 of a decentralization policy by the national government
(Namgyel & Rinchhen, 2016), which required that the administration of all primary schools be
transferred to district administrations, the principals of primary schools were expected to play
the role of ‘change agents’ in rural communities (Dukpa, 2013). It was assumed that if
principals were trained to be efficient that would not only reduce organizational problems, but
would also create a positive environment for teaching and learning (Gyeltshen, 2020). The
training proposed was aimed at encouraging the principals to adopt a democratic and a collegial
type of leadership. Thus, through genuine participation in decision-making, it was felt,
teachers’ morale could be boosted so that they would become very committed and dedicated
to their work. That would, in turn, the argument went, would enhance teaching and learning in
the classrooms (Rinzin, 2020).
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5.4 Teacher Education – Pre-service
A Teacher Training Institute (TTI) was established in Samtse in 1968, under the direct
command of the third king (Dorji, 2016). It involved training primary school teachers, but it
was not able to keep up with the new demand for teachers. Even when candidates were enrolled
with minimum requirements, there were not enough applicants (Dorji, 2005).
In 1975, a Teacher Training Centre and Demonstration School (TTC-DS) was
established in Paro (Wangmo & Choden, 2011). This institution was required to specialize in
preparing teachers for the lower primary school level. With a demonstration school on the
campus, teacher trainees were able to gain first-hand experiences of teaching and classroom
management under supervision (Sonam & Kinley, 2019).
Teaching has rarely been a popular job among young people in Bhutan. Except for a
handful of those with a genuine interest in the profession, the majority were attracted more by
their personal circumstances than by their interest (Royal Education Council, 2012). The status
of the profession was raised however, when in 1983, the TTI was upgraded to the National
Institute of Education (NIE) and started offering a Bachelor of Education degree. The first
group of twelve teachers with a B.Ed degree graduated in the summer of 1986 (Dorji, 2005).
In the same year, the Department of Education adopted a policy that made it difficult
for untrained teachers to find employment. Although the policy was not fully implemented,
two exercises were carried out to screen for under-qualified teachers. Those who performed
poorly were asked to leave and those who passed the test were given some training and allowed
to continue teaching (VanBalkom & Sherman, 2010). The decisions were prompted by
concerns over the quality of teaching in classrooms. Nevertheless, many schools still remained
without adequate teachers almost every year (Dorji, 2005).
By 1989, there were plans to introduce a one year Post Graduate Certificate course in
Education (PGCE) for university graduates. The course was introduced in 1990 (Gyamtsho,
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2020). In 1993, the B.Ed course which previously catered to secondary school teachers was
modified to accommodate those who wished to teach at the primary school level. As a result,
the B.Ed course was broken into separate degrees for both secondary and primary school
teachers.
For the first time, in 1992, Dzongkha (Bhutan’s national language) teachers were
enrolled in the Teacher Training Centre (TTC) for a diploma course in teaching (Gyeltshen &
Dorji, 2020). Until then, the teachers of the language were rarely trained in pedagogy. In 1999,
the Teacher Training Centre took the first group of such students into the B.Ed program, along
with teachers of other areas. In the year 2000, the Teacher Training Centre was upgraded to a
National Institute of Education (Wangmo & Choden, 2011).
In 2003, the Primary Teacher Certificate (PTC) and Dzongkha Teacher Certificate
(ZTC) programs were phased out. In their place there was the three-year B.Ed program for year
12 graduates. PTC and ZTC teachers could also now upgrade their qualifications to earn their
degrees through distance education programs within a period of five years. This was done to
enhance the quality of teachers already in the system.
5.5 Teacher Education – Continuing Professional Development
Apart from one or two continuing professional development courses in science, social studies
and mathematics in the 1970s, teachers generally continued to work by drawing just on their
initial pre-service teacher training and diploma experiences. There was little opportunity for
professional growth and the teachers’ pay remained at almost the same level for many years
(Choden, 2018). This could have been one of the main reasons, among others, that deterred
young people from becoming teachers. Owing to the low level of income and low education
qualifications, the social status of teachers was also at risk (Royal Education Council, 2012).
Teacher shortage was so severe that at times high school graduates were hired to teach
rather than leave the classrooms without a teacher (Sherab & Halloway, 2006). It was normal
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also to find schools with classrooms without a subject teacher for the whole academic year.
Amongst the subject areas that were regularly short of specialists were mathematics and science
(Dorji, 2005).
From 1982, the Education Department stopped accepting applicants with below year
10 level for teacher training despite the severe shortage of teachers in the country (Dorji, 2016).
The quality of teaching in schools was given high priority in almost all planning documents.
Consecutive five-year plans consistently maintained that emphasis (Education sector, 2002).
Since a teacher was likely to stay in the school system for 30 years or more and because there
was an absence of professional development, the situation did not look promising.
In its effort to improve matters the Department of Education in the 1990s, began to
recognize and address the needs of the teachers and principals, stating:
National workshops and short courses on specific subject areas and pedagogy are to be
organized to keep all teachers abreast of educational developments in and outside the
country (Education Department, 1991:3,21).
Beginning in 1988, most of the Quarterly Policy Guidelines and Instructions (QPGIs) contained
a list of national based continuing professional development programs (NBIPs) for teachers
that were held during the winter vacation period. Schools were also encouraged to organize
such programs at the school level. The purpose of the school-based programs was expressed in
the following words:
The ultimate objective of such in-service programs should be to make every
participating teacher able to provide maximum multiplier effects in our endeavour to
bring the overall improvements in education. To this end, they are directed to use the
School Based In-service Program (SBIP), about which necessary instructions have been
already issued through the earlier QPGIs, both as an avenue and a vehicle to meet the
objectives (Education Department, 1994:5).
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While most of the programs on offer were related to curricular change or the new textbooks
and handbooks being used, special skills and methods in teaching were also taught to improve
teaching (Ninnes et al., 2007).
Participants were required to prepare a plan of action to demonstrate how they would
try to apply in their schools the skills learnt. It was difficult though to assess whether they had
used the plan or not. In response to difficulties like that, in 1992, a review of the primary
schools recommended that there was a need to revisit the continuing professional development
and pre-service programs for teachers, and the functioning of the national Teacher Education
Unit (Education Department, 1993). Another study on what was termed the In-service
Education for Teachers (INSET) in 1999 pointed out that the program needed proper guidance
and monitoring to address the needs of teachers in the field as well as to implement the
intentions of senior personnel at headquarters (Laird et al., 1999).
A particular strategy adopted to improve the capacities of practicing teachers was to
develop resource centres. That happened in 1998 (Dorji et al., 2001). It was felt that teachers
in the remote and rural schools would improve if they had some professional support. It was
then decided to address the matter by clustering schools within a distance of one day’s walk
from each other and having one school at its centre equipped with resources not readily
available (Laird et al., 1999). That, it was hoped, would help teachers in the cluster schools to
gain access to such materials as books, solar operated computers and copier machines.
The overall plan was that a school located at the centre of a cluster of schools was to be
equipped with various types of resources, from technical equipment to books and stationery, in
order to facilitate the conducting of continuing professional development and to bring teachers
together from the cluster schools to share experiences and learn from each other. It was
anticipated that some teachers in the clusters would have skills in using software resources and
that those could be harnessed to conduct professional development activities (Dorji, 2005).
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However, because the overall concept was new, some time was needed to operationalize it
effectively.
5.6 Support for Education
History has shown that the provision of free health and education to the people of Bhutan has
been one of the greatest contributions of the government, particularly under the reign of the
fourth king (Rutland, 1999). The secular education system became a key factor in policy aimed
at assisting the progress of economic development in the country and has at all times been fully
supported and financed by the government (Schuelka & Maxwell, 2016). Nevertheless,
increasing pressure from new enrolments in primary schools, the growing number of primary
school graduates attending secondary schools, inflation in the cost of educational materials and
an increase in teachers’ pay have all put a considerable strain on the government resources
(Ministry of Finance, 1999).
Notwithstanding impediments, the government has consistently maintained its
commitment to provide free education for the children of the nation. One reason was that, if
left on their own, about nine out of ten parents in Bhutan would not be able to afford to send
their children to school (Thinley, 2016). In this connection, the Ministry of Finance (MoF) had
stated that “Since the inception of planned economic development, the Royal Government has
been spending well over a quarter of its budget on the social sector” (Ministry of Finance, 2002:
11). That commitment was consistent with the national policy of enhancing people’s wellbeing
and in deeming education to be the single most important means to empower people and
overcome poverty (Ministry of Finance, 2002). Without the government’s support, many
people in the country might not have been able to achieve a reasonable level of education.
As the number of schools was increasing every year, the problem of space in classrooms
became an issue. In most places, not enough classrooms were built and schools were compelled
to accommodate children in crowded rooms (Dorji et al., 2020; Powdyel, 2005). That resulted
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in overcrowded classes, especially in urban centres. The school enrolment figures nationally
also grew more rapidly in the 1990s. That meant that the growing number of primary school
graduates had to compete for limited places in the few secondary schools that existed.
In the late 1990s, there was a rapid expansion of the secondary schools (Frame, 2005).
To address that, the government began to encourage the establishment of private secondary
schools to reduce the pressure on government schools. By 2002, there were three private higher
secondary schools (Ministry of Education, 2002).
In the 1980s, small children had to walk long distances to attend primary schools.
Extended classrooms (ECR) were initiated to counter that problem. An ECR was a single
classroom in a village temple or a public house where a teacher from a nearby primary school
came to teach young children in a multi-grade approach. Teachers from the parent school (the
nearest primary school) also went in turn to the ECR every week to teach. The concept
gradually led to the establishment of community schools being built mainly by village people
so that young children could attend lower primary classes near their homes (Schuelka, 2012).
That was also aimed to encourage the community to participate in the process of educating its
children and to own the schools it built.
The 1980s also saw the duration of pre-primary schooling being reduced from two years
to one (previously lower kindergarten – LKG and upper kindergarten – UKG). In addition, the
age of admission was increased from five to six (Choden et al., 2014). School Management
Boards (SMB) were also established so that parents and community leaders could participate
in the affairs of their school.
In the 1970s and the early 1980s, the upper end of the basic level of education was
grade five (Education Department, 1976). In 1985, that was raised to grade six and in 1997, the
level of basic education was raised to grade eight. By 2000, it was at grade ten (Chhoeda, 2007).
The national level examinations also continue to be held for those between grades 10 and 12.
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They enable the Ministry of Education to measure the standards of performance across the
country and also select students for a higher level of education.
In 1991, there was one teacher for every 22 primary school students in Bhutan. By
2001, this had increased to 32, although the situation was not uniform across the country
(Kucita et al., 2013). In urban schools, there were more overcrowded classes because the influx
of families into towns caused a rapid growth in population there. In some cases, the ratio was
as high as 50-to-60 students per teacher.
Government employees and business entrepreneurs brought their extended family
members from their villages to study in urban schools. Nevertheless, it was observed that
education was equally as good in the rural schools (Schuelka & Maxwell, 2016). Rapid
expansion, it seems, led to a deterioration in, standards, increased dropouts and increased
repetition rates. These circumstances had significant resource implications for the government
(Dorji, 2005).
5.7 School Management
In the 1960s, the national director of education was in-charge of the academic and
administrative functions of all schools. Teachers’ salaries were dispatched through the postal
service to the distributing centres. Often teachers received their pay every three months and
even than a considerable amount of time was spent travelling to collect it. On some occasions,
the distributing officers told the teachers that their pay had not been received (Dorji, 2005).
In the 1980s, there were two Regional Education Offices (REO), one at Trashigang and
another at Sarpang. The officers in them were responsible for implementing all educational
policies and for proper administrative control of all teaching staff (Education Department,
1976). Each REO was assisted by a small group of inspectors whose job it was to monitor
teachers’ performance in schools. Furthermore, in the late 1970s and early 1980s, some
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inspectors were deployed to supervise school construction, as there was no engineering
department with personnel employed to do the job (Dorji, 2016).
In 1987, the administrative system of the country was divided into four zones. The
Department of Education had closed down the regional offices and established Zonal Education
Offices (ZEO) in Chukha, Tsirang, Gelephu and Yonphula. While these were equipped with
few school inspectors, the inspection division in Thimphu abandoned the supervision of
construction and resumed their duties of inspecting the schools in relation to both academic
and administrative matters. About the same time, many young Bhutanese teachers had become
principals of schools across the country (Tashi, 2013).
The seventh Five Year Plan saw a closure of the zonal administration and then the
closure also of the offices of the ZEO. In the late 1980s, District Education Offices (DEO) were
established instead in the various districts. That initiative proved to be valuable by way of
preparing individuals for the ultimate decentralization in planning and implementation of
development programs right down to the village level, as detailed in the ninth national plan
(GNHC, 2002). DEOs were now given increasing responsibilities as the local area heads of
school education under the administrative jurisdiction of the district administrator.
The management of schools had undergone change in three phases. The first phase
lasted from 1961 till 1986, during which, as detailed already, expatriate teachers from India
were managing the schools as principals (Dorji, 2016). These were the teachers who came in
1962 and after. They were better qualified compared to the Bhutanese teachers at that time and
were deemed to be better at managing schools. Their administrative skills were, however, based
on their experiences in their home country and most did not have professional training.
In the middle of 1980s, it was felt that young Bhutanese teachers could be appointed as
principals of primary and junior schools while their Indian counterparts would still be available
to provide the required advice. That move enabled good classroom teachers to become
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principals. Some university graduates were also directly recruited as either principals or
assistant principals of high schools (Tashi, 2015). Apart from engaging in some reading about
school administration during pre-service training, though, they were not trained to manage
schools. Nevertheless, they did their best, despite the many challenges they faced. Some basic
training in school administration, however, would have helped them greatly to enhance their
performances (Dorji, 2005).
After considering the challenge of managing a school without any formal or informal
training, the Department of Education introduced some ad hoc continuing professional
development courses for principals where they could attend a three-week rigorous introduction
to school management and leadership. From 2003 onwards, that was formalized in two
different ways. One was through the introduction of a part time Master of Education course
and the other was through the introduction of a part time diploma course for school
management and leadership. That was undertaken through a collaborative venture with the
Saint Francis Xavier University of Canada. Many senior teachers also completed a master’s
degree from such universities as the University of New Brunswick in Canada, the University
of New England in Australia, and the University of London.
In order to enhance the management skills of practicing principals with qualifications
lower than a B.Ed degree, a three-year part time diploma course was offered from 2004
(Gyamtsho, 2020). A mentorship program was also started at the same time. That required
some selected principals of schools to mentor assistant principals in their schools in specific
tasks. By doing so they were meant to prepare the assistants as successors to head the school
in the event that the current principal was transferred to another location.
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5.8 The School Structure
The education system continued to develop under the continuous sponsorship of the Royal
Government. An important feature of schooling in Bhutan now is that it allows students to
move from one school to another every two years or so, after passing a public examination. It
is recognised that if teachers are to develop a rapport with their students and if the students are
to have a sense of attachment to their place of learning, they may need to spend at least six
years in one place. Frequent movement from one school to another is counter to the philosophy
of providing good education (Dorji, 2005).
Until the early 1980s, one could drop out of school after completing primary level and
still gain employment or enrol in a training program (Dorji, 2016). For instance, a student with
a grade eight certificate could be enrolled for a two-year Primary Teacher Certificate (PTC)
course in 1975. By 1985, only those with a grade ten certificate were accepted while in 2001,
the course was being phased out (Sherab et al, 2017).
It appears that, during the first 15 years since 1961, the Department was just about
coping with providing books and stationery and deploying teachers. At that time also, the main
emphasis was on teaching basic numeracy and literacy in Dzongkha and English. No attempt
was made to articulate a philosophy of education (Dorji, 2005). The Department, however,
made a first attempt in 1976 to come up with some down-to-earth policy guidelines for school
education.
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5.9 From Inspection to Monitoring
The introduction of secular schooling led to the introduction of inspection. School inspection
had started as early as 1961. It was conducted mainly by senior teachers who had taught in the
1950s (Dorji, 2003). They were disciplinarians. So, inspection was carried out more as a check
on the teachers’ performance than on giving them professional support. They visited
classrooms and posed questions for students. Some reprimanding of the teachers might follow.
Although inspectors were selected from among the experienced teachers, some were
also appointed directly after leaving secondary schools and had no experience in teaching.
Generally, teachers viewed inspectors as intervening watchdogs rather than academic auditors
and advocates of education standards. Even when there was a change in their role from being
fault finders to a more supportive one, schools continued to have a traditional image of them
(Dorji, 2005).
The inspectors travelled to different parts of the country through difficult terrain and
weather. While they were accepted by schools as a rare visitor from headquarters, their desire
to be useful to the school often remained unfulfilled (Paul, 2017). That was because they were
expected to write a report and leave it up to the supervisors to decide if they wanted to act on
them.
In 1997, it was proposed to change the traditional concept of inspection. The new
nomenclature was to be the Education Monitoring and Support Division (EMSD) and the
incumbents were to be known as Education Monitoring Officers (EMO). The responsibilities
of the latter were, among other things, to look at the plans and programs of the schools against
a standard framework of an effective school, and to discuss programs and achievements with
schools (Ministry of Education, 2001).
The framework used by the visiting officers included such elements as required the
completion of a minimum amount of teaching within each term, assessing the relationship
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among school staff, judging the general appearance of students, and viewing maintenance of
school property and records. The process had to be transparent. The purpose of the visits,
observations and reports were to be freely discussed in the schools so that teachers would no
longer be suspicious of the visitors’ intentions. Teachers were to receive the feedback on their
performances and on what areas needed to be improved (Ministry of Education, 2001).
The deployment of staff at the EMSD, however, could not keep up with the everincreasing number of schools and the commensurate workload. As an alternative, some
selected principals and teacher educators were appointed as focal persons (Namgyel &
Rinchen, 2016). Those individuals took some time off from their own jobs to visit schools in
their vicinity on behalf of the EMSD. There were, however, mixed feelings about the value of
the focal persons who were teachers and concern that they ought to be back in their respective
schools.
5.10 Decentralization
All education facilities were centrally managed until 1981 when a political move by the
Monarch re-emphasized the need for the people’s participation in the process of planning
development activities. That move led to the Department of Education encouraging teachers to
participate in policy decision making related to curriculum and school management (Dorji et
al., 2001). From 1990 onwards, principals from all schools attended meetings every alternative
year to discuss their problems and make proposals to the Department. The constitution of
subject committees for curriculum development in 1993 was such that participation from
teachers was invited (Dorji, 2005).
A district education office was created in each of the 20 districts to facilitate the policy
of decentralization in matters of education. Primary schools were allocated to the offices to
oversee local management (Drukpa, 2009). Apart from the supply of learning materials,
curriculum development and appointment of teachers and principals, all of the planning and
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management of schools have now become the responsibility of the authorities in the districts.
By the beginning of Ninth Five Year Plan in 2002, the decentralization policy embraced
another bold attempt at empowering block development committees. A block is a community
of several villages. Each was given the responsibility of running primary and lower secondary
schools in their respective areas (GNHC, 2002).
5.10.1 Wider Participation
Since 1991, the DEOs and the principals of schools were attending seminars on an annual basis
in different groups. In 1997, that turned into the Annual Education Conference (AEC).
Teachers were required to discuss a wide range of educational issues in their individual schools
and submit their ideas to the districts where the DEO coordinated activities (Namgyel &
Rinchen, 2016). The members selected at the district then attended a national level conference
in the capital city. The issues discussed at this level were thus based on those discussed and
prioritized at the first two levels.
The main purpose of the annual conference was to give the teachers in different parts
of the country the opportunity to share their views, make proposals they deemed appropriate
for the education development, critique the education policies and programs, and join officials
in the headquarters in making decisions. By the sixth AEC, the focus of the conference was to
strengthen the overall education institution to ensure quality education (Ministry of Education,
2003).
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5.11 Conclusion
This chapter provided a thick, rich description and analysis of the historical background to
primary school leadership in Bhutan specifically from 1961 to 2008, with particular reference
to the situation regarding remote schools. The year 1961 was chosen as the opening year
because that was when Western education was introduced on a wide scale. The closing year,
2008, was when the nation’s absolute monarchy was replaced by a constitutional monarchy
and when government ministers were appointed by the ruling government.
As this chapter has demonstrated, the country continues to confront two major
challenges simultaneously. The first major challenge is the physical expansion of schools. In
spite of the increased number of primary schools, classrooms are still overcrowded, and good
teachers are not easily available. The other challenge is to bring qualitative improvement in the
classrooms. Dedication and commitment from teachers would make a great deal of difference
in the lives of children. Most other related problems would be solved spontaneously in the
hands of a qualified, dedicated, contended and caring teachers.
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CHAPTER SIX
RECENT DEVELOPMENTS IN PRIMARY SCHOOL LEADERSHIP IN BHUTAN
6.1 Introduction
In 2008, Bhutan changed its system of government from being an absolute monarchy to that of
being a constitutional monarchy. Education became a main priority of governments under the
new political system. Changes in education were also initiated by each successive government.
Taking account of this context, the present chapter addresses the second aim of the study being
reported in this thesis, which was to develop an understanding of the recent developments that
have taken place in relation to primary school leadership in Bhutan from 2008 to the present,
with particular reference to remote schools.
The aim was prompted by a commitment to a view that it is important to have an
understanding of the changes studied, especially with regard to efforts by the government to
develop primary school education and primary school leadership, and particularly with regard
to remote schools in order to understand the current situation, in order to understand leaders’
issues. It was addressed through an analysis of a wide range of sources. These include
documents of the Ministry of Education, five-year plan documents of the nation’s Gross
National Happiness Commission, papers in academic journals, conference papers, newspaper
articles, and data from interviews conducted with system administrators.
6.2 Policies and Practices Implemented in Bhutan from 2008 until 2019
The year 2008 was a very special year for Bhutan in many ways. It was a year when people
celebrated 100 years of peace, prosperity and security under the leadership of successive
benevolent monarchs (Rennie & Mason, 2008). The year also witnessed the adoption of the
first written constitution (Tobgye, 2015). That took place on 18 July 2008 and heralded a
smooth transition to a democratic constitutional monarchy.
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The Ministry of Education also underwent changes, especially under the leadership of
Thinley Gyamtsho, the Minister of Education. His career spanned over 30 years in government,
the longest being in the Ministry of Education. In 2008, Thakur Singh Powdyel became the
first education minister under the new political system (Ministry of Education, 2012) and he
continued in that role until 2013, when he was succeeded by Norbu Wangchuk. Then, in 2018,
Jai Bir Rai, the current education minister, was appointed.

6.2.1 Education Policy Guidelines and Instructions (EPGI)
The Education Policy Guidelines and Instructions (EPGI) document details policies,
procedures and guidelines on the delivery of education services in schools. It is made available
to them at the start of each academic year. It provides a single point of reference regarding the
prevailing education policy. It also gives direction to assist district education officers and
schools in developing programs and services to enable students to meet the nation’s goals of
education. It is particularly useful for other stakeholders also, including, other professionals
within the education system, development partners, parents, and members of the general public
(Ministry of Education, 2009).

Starting with the 10th Five Year Plan (2008-2013) (Ministry of Education, 2009),
education districts received annual grants to finance capital development and on-going
activities. These were, as they still are, based on a formula that takes into consideration the
geographical size, population, and poverty of districts. With education being a national priority,
the capital budget for each District Education Sector (DES) has been, and is, provided in the
form of tied grants. That is, the budget for DES capital activities is prepared in consultation
with the Ministry of Education and is separate from the annual grant. The rationale behind this
arrangement is a desire to ensure that DES capital activities are financially feasible without
districts having to choose between education infrastructure and spending on other sectors.
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Furthermore, in keeping with the decentralization policy of the government, there was no
change in the implementation strategy in the 10th FYP. In other words, the Ministry continued
to assist districts in planning, monitoring and evaluation of the various plans and programs.
Two key objectives of the sector during the 10th FYP (2008-2013) were to increase access
to school and to improve the quality of education (Dorji, 2016). To a large extent, these
objectives were guided by the requirement of the nation’s constitution to provide universal
basic education up to the end of grade 10. Associated future challenges that were recognised
included signing up to such international commitments as the Millennium Development Goals
(MDGs), SAARC Development Goals (SDGs) and Education for All (EFA). Six related
developments will now be considered.

1. Increasing Access to School

The Ministry of Education targeted in the 10 th Five Year Plan (FYP) the achievement of 100
per cent net primary school enrolment. The net enrolment ratio in 2008 was 88 per cent. That
had been made possible through the construction of community and primary schools within an
hour’s walking distance from communities. The Ministry of Education also continued to
support the construction of community and primary schools during the 10

th

FYP to try to enrol

the remaining 10-to-12 per cent of school age children. Where it was not feasible to establish
community primary schools or primary schools (CPS/PS), extended classrooms (ECRs) were
established. For cost effectiveness, these were housed as far as possible in monasteries, in nonformal education (NFE) centres, in community learning centres, and in village houses. Further,
where it was not possible to provide extended classrooms, appropriate boarding arrangements
were made for children in a nearby school.
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In the 10th FYP, it had been proposed to build 64 new community primary and primary
schools. The Ministry of Education also planned to build 47 CPSs in rural and remote parts of
the country, 17 PSs in urban and semi-urban areas, and 99 ECRs in places where it was not
feasible to build CPS/PSs, and to upgrade 18 CPS/PSs to become lower secondary schools. To
enhance access to education for all, the government also re-opened five schools in 2008, that
had been closed previously for security reasons.

Enrolling previously unreached groups of children continued to be a challenge. It was
estimated that in 2018, about 3.2 per cent or close to 2,840 primary school age children (6-12
years old) were still out of school or were not enrolled in any form of structured learning. Those
were assumed to be students in remote and difficult areas to reach, children of nomadic
communities, children of migrant population, children with learning disabilities whose special
learning needs were currently not catered for, and children who had dropped out of school
(GNHC, 2019).

2. Improve the Quality of Education

The quality of education was recognised by the State as being a major concern. There was also
a general perception that quality had been compromised for the sake of expansion (Sherab &
Dorji, 2013). Therefore, efforts were made to improve the situation and make education more
relevant and meaningful for learners through curriculum reforms, the introduction of a
minimum standard of facilities in schools, and focused interventions in relation to teacher
deployment and remuneration (Ministry of Education, 2009).

The reform of the English language curriculum for pre-primary to grade 12 students is
one example of an innovation that was implemented in all schools. The process of monitoring
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and supporting it was also initiated. That remained crucial to ensure that there was an effective
translation of the reformed curriculum into classroom practices.

A reformed Dzongkha curriculum was also implemented in grades four to 12, while a
reformed mathematics curriculum was implemented in grades five to 12 with the exception of
grades six and eight, which were implemented in 2009. The pre-primary to grade four reformed
curricula for Dzongkha and mathematics, as well as related curriculum materials, were
developed and implemented in 2010, having been decided upon in 2008. That provided
adequate time to ensure that books were in schools and teachers were well trained beforehand
(Ministry of Education, 2009).

Capacity development of teachers was also deemed to be of crucial importance (Childs et
al., 2012; Maxwell, 2010). Accordingly, the implementation of the reformed curricula was
preceded by the holding of ‘train the trainer’ workshops at the national level, followed by the
holding of cluster-based workshops at the district level. That practice was also continued for
future curriculum reforms to try to ensure effective implementation. One example, as outlined
in the 10th Five Year Plan, was the initiation of the major science curriculum reform using
child-centred approaches (Ministry of Education, 2009).

As the quality of education was gaining more attention, the Ministry of Education in
partnership with UNICEF and other development partners piloted the use of ‘child friendly’
and ‘good school’ concepts to guide practices in seven primary and lower secondary schools
(Brooks & Wangmo, 2011; Dorji 2006). School self-assessment tools were introduced to
enable school leaders and teachers to engage in self- reflection, to document best practices, to
identify weaknesses, and to plan strategies for improvement. All of these initiatives were aimed
at working towards providing quality education for all (Ministry of Education, 2009).
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3. International Conventions

Bhutan is a signatory to a number of international conventions, including the Convention on
the Rights of the Child (CRC) (Kamenopoulou & Dukpa, 2018; Schuelka, 2015) and the
Convention on Elimination of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) (Rajput, 2013). This
is not surprising since with constitutional democracy in place, education post 2008 was
perceived as being a right of every child. The time was now deemed appropriate also to take
stock of past achievements and assess some of weakness in the education system so that new
directions might be found to help the authorities to respond to the changing demands for
education within changing circumstances. That meant trying to respond to principles of
inclusiveness and gender equity, promoting parents’ participation in their children’s learning,
and promoting enabling learning environments. Further, all of those endeavours were to be
sought through engaging in education planning, implementation, monitoring and evaluation.

4. Disaster Management

Bhutan is one of a number of countries at high risk of suffering natural disasters and calamities
due to its location in a seismically active zone within a rugged and fragile geo-physical
environment. The most serious threat is posed by such natural hazards as earthquakes, glacier
lake outburst floods (GLOF), landslides, and fires. Resulting disasters could be catastrophic,
by causing massive damage to life and property (Garcia, 2019).

Given the importance of strengthening disaster preparedness and response in schools,
a need to educate students and teachers on various types of hazards including safety measures
was recognised. In particular, a module for teaching on disaster management was developed in
partnership with the Ministry of Home and Cultural Affairs and other relevant stakeholders.
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They explored ways to integrate the module with the existing school curriculum (Ministry of
Education, 2009).

5. Measures to address teacher shortages

The Ministry of Education has for some time been adopting both short-term and long-term
strategies to address teacher shortages especially in remote schools. In August 2008, it
appointed 216 temporary teachers from amongst committed graduates and retired teachers who
offered to work on a teaching project called ‘Light Druk Yul’ for a contract period of two years
(Annual Education Statistics, Ministry of Education, 2008). After the contract period was over,
and based on their performances and interest, some of the graduates were enrolled in a post
graduate diploma in education course. Upon successful completion of the course they were
then appointed as regular teachers. The retired teachers were also appointed under the
provisions of the Bhutan Civil Service Regulations, 2006. Other measures adopted by the
Ministry of Education were inviting teacher volunteers from overseas to teach in remote
schools and expanding the intake capacity of the two colleges of education.

6.2.2 Education Management information System (EMIS)
The Ministry of Education developed an improved education management information system
(EMIS) in an effort to improve the management of the education system and to support policy
and decision making at all levels in the education sector. A pilot system was completed and
information from 2005 was updated. All stakeholders, including schools’ personnel, were
trained in using it. The EMIS was designed to support decision making, planning, monitoring
and overall management, and contributed to increased efficiency and transparency in the
education sector.
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6.2.3 Educating for Gross National Happiness
In 2009, the Ministry of Education launched a nation-wide reform initiative called Educating
for Gross National Happiness (GNH). That initiative brought two major changes in the
education system of the country, including in relation to primary school education. The first
change was to the curriculum, with GNH principles and values being infused into it at all levels.
That included having an emphasis on deep critical and creative thinking, ecological literacy,
practice of the country’s ancient wisdom and culture, contemplative learning, a holistic
understanding of the world, genuine care for nature and for others, competency to deal
effectively with the modern world, preparation for right livelihood, and informed civic
engagement (Hayward & Colman, 2010).

With the adoption of the Educating for Gross National Happiness policy, aspects of
GNH appeared with great emphasis in various documents. Educators also realigned the
curriculum in order to infuse it with GNH principles and values. Further, there has been
capacity building for principals and teachers, with all school principals across the country being
trained in educating for GNH. These principals then trained teachers in their schools and
worked as a team to bring GNH into the system. The Ministry of Education also developed a
teachers’ training manual on educating for GNH and on how to prepare trained teachers to be
facilitators. Those teachers were expected to facilitate workshops at the district level and
provide training for the rest of the teachers in the country (Ministry of Education, 2012).

Drukpa (2016) examined the implementation of the Educating for Gross National
Happiness project and associated effective educational leadership practices in Bhutanese
public schools. His findings indicated that ‘Educating for Gross National Happiness’ both
changed and improved school leadership styles and practices. Education leaders, he concluded
were practicing effective leadership models that influenced, inspired, motivated and engaged
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teachers and students. Depending on the situation, on the different characteristics of people,
and on their experiences and qualifications, various types of leadership approaches were being
practised. Amongst those, he concluded, were the following five effective leadership styles:
distributive leadership, ethical leadership, instructional leadership, servant leadership and
transformational leadership. He further concluded that those corresponded to GNH principles
and values (Drukpa, 2016).

Finally, Drukpa (2016) concluded that through educating for GNH, education leaders
developed strong human values that brought happiness to them. That, he held, is manifested in
their performance of different leadership roles. They are generally very happy, he concluded,
being educators and working as ethical, influential, and social leaders.

6.2.4 Nurturing Green Schools for Green Bhutan
A second change aimed at realizing the overall objective of educating for GNH has been the
adoption of a ‘Green Schools for Green Bhutan’ project. That resulted in all schools in the
nation pledging to create ‘green schools.’ The project aims to educate children in school to
love, care for, and have respect for nature and for the conservation of natural resources, and to
learn from the environment by bringing nature into the classroom and the classroom into nature
(Drakpa & Dorji, 2014). Eight greenery dimensions have been promoted: environmental
greenery that makes children feel invited, welcomed, and happy to come to school; intellectual
greenery that engages children with new ideas and knowledge; academic greenery that
demands high academic standards; social greenery that permits children from different beliefs
and backgrounds to learn, grow, and develop; cultural greenery that promotes and preserves
culture and traditions; spiritual greenery that provides conscious awareness of other beings and
mindfulness of living in mutual respect and harmony; aesthetic greenery that develops a taste
for genuine and beautiful objects; moral greenery that imparts values to make sound
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judgements and distinguishes between right and wrong, truth and lies, good and bad (Powdyel,
2010; Yangdon 2019).

In addition to those eight dimensions, other important elements of a green school are
highlighted. These include the notion of a green school helping to build and promote good
relationships with parents and the community and encouraging those to be actively involved in
the education of their children. Inclusive education in a green school has also been promoted
on the grounds that it could ensure that all children in a community receive equal education
opportunities and are treated fairly. Relatedly, the notion of a green school has been seen to
serve the special education needs of children with physical disabilities, including those with
visual and hearing impairments (Schuelka, 2015; Subba et al., 2019).

Another property of a green school that is promoted is that it should be concerned with
the basic needs of children, ensuring that they are safe when in attendance, and that there should
be monitoring and maintaining of each individual’s personal health, hygiene, and growth.
Finally, a green school is promoted to try to create an atmosphere that provides respect, care,
support, warmth, and delight (Powdyel, 2010; Yangdon, 2019). Teachers and students are
expected to treat each other fairly and to value everyone’s uniqueness and contributions to
school improvement (Drukpa & Brien, 2013).

6.2.5. Introduction of Autonomous Schools and Central Schools
Schools in Bhutan by and large enjoyed a fair degree of autonomy until the 1990s (Bray, 1996b;
Wangmo & Choden, 2011). Principals were at the helm, having a lot of control over
management, finance and staff. Secondary schools were provided with ‘letters of limited credit’
(LLC) and the authorities had to exercise control over their use. Similarly, principals could
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pick and choose the teachers they wanted to employ in order to try to build up a faculty in
accord with a vision they desired.
Apart from an occasional visit from a school inspector stationed at the principal office
in the capital city, schools functioned fairly independently. However, the autonomy and
independence accorded was not a deliberate and conscious reform initiative undertaken.
Rather, it was compelled by circumstances. Because many schools are so isolated and located
in far flung places, often with no road and telecommunication connectivity, they have had to
function independently anyway. That, as indicated, was so even in the absence of formalized
structures and parameters to guide them in operating as autonomous schools (Ministry of
Education, 2016).
With recent socio-economic development and concurrent political reforms, however,
there has been a significant change in approaches to school governance, with responsibilities
and powers now decentralized to the school level. The oversight of secondary schools, for
example, were handed over to the districts and the LLC withdrew from governance. Also, the
budget for primary schools came to be controlled at the district level. At the same time, while
decentralization is associated with autonomy and independence, schools still have certain
responsibilities in relation to the district offices. As a result, they have to compete with each
other, taking into account the districts’ financial priorities and policy on the deployment of
teachers (Ministry of Education, 2016).
To give further impetus to the policy of decentralization and in keeping with the
government’s pledge to devolve greater power to those working at the grassroots level, certain
selected schools were granted autonomy from the beginning of the 2014 academic session
(Wangmo, 2018). These were public funded and self-managing, and were freed from some of
the rules, regulations and statutes that applied to other public schools. In exchange, they had to
comply with certain agreed delivery and performance outcomes. That move was expected to
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provide schools with certain discretionary power and flexibility within defined parameters, and
not just in relation to management and governance but also, in relation to curriculum
implementation. It also gave schools opportunities to foster partnerships between parents,
teachers and students to create an environment in which they could be more involved than
previously. Teachers also were given the freedom to innovate and students were introduced to
new structures in which they had to operate (Ministry of Education, 2016; Wangmo, 2018).
While autonomous schools, then, enjoyed a certain amount of flexibility, they were also
obliged to meet a number of mandated responsibilities and comply with government acts and
policies pertaining to public schools. Theoretically at least, they were given tremendous
opportunities to shape their own destiny. Additionally, they were considered to have the
opportunity to carve out a unique and idiosyncratic niche for themselves.
6.2.6 Leadership Roles and Practices
Leadership roles promoted in Bhutanese schools included managing resources, communicating
with all stakeholders, delegating responsibilities, role-modelling, administering school
operations, setting visions, developing professionalism, providing guidance and support to
staff, monitoring student achievement progress, and ensuring effective implementation of
school activities. These roles, it was seen, could influence the behavioural approaches of all
stakeholders. It was also seen that they could guide school leaders to practise different types of
leadership so that they could perform effectively.

According to Drukpa (2016), Bhutanese education leaders, and particularly school
principals, mostly exercised distributive leadership, ethical leadership, instructional leadership,
and servant leadership, in addition to transformational leadership. He reported also that
distributive leadership was one of the most commonly used leadership styles in Bhutan, with a
majority of principals he studied expressing a commitment to it. Those school leaders, he
concluded, tried to delegate responsibility, share power and authority, engage in decision149

making, and encourage and motivate staff and students to take leadership roles in the school
community. Indeed, involvement by staff and students in decision-making and delegation of
responsibility and power were two of the most common distributed leadership practices noticed
among the school leaders (Drukpa, 2016; Tashi, 2015).

Another significant finding of Drukpa (2016) on leadership roles and practices was
related to forms of ethical leadership practised in the schools. Some of those described included
being a role model and setting an example for people in the school by being a person who
practiced what he or she preached, by making firm decisions, by being fair and transparent, by
respecting individual values and beliefs, by holding each other responsible and accountable,
and by putting trust and confidence in others. Among those roles, the two main ethical
leadership practices that were found in abundance were role modelling and demonstrating
fairness and transparency (Drukpa, 2016; Jamtsho, 2015; Sherab et al., 2014).

Among the many leadership roles upon which they reflected, education leaders in
Bhutan perceived instructional leadership to be the most important (Drukpa, 2016; Tshering &
Sawangmek, 2016). Accordingly, they stated that their main purpose in the school was to help
children learn and perform well in the academic domain and that they needed to harness
enhanced instructional support for the task. Drukpa (2016) elaborated in broadly categorizing
what they did in that regard into three instructional roles: provision of resources, professional
support for teachers, and instructional support for students. The school leaders studied said they
believed that fulfilling leadership roles in those domains would enhance students’ academic
performance and motivate them to work hard and strive for excellence. That excellence in turn,
they argued, would bring satisfaction to the students on seeing the result of their hard work and
of the progress made.
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Fulfilling teachers’ needs and demands, winning the hearts of people and gaining trust,
putting teachers and students first, showing care and concern, and, above all, serving with heart,
were some of the leadership roles expressed by participants as anchoring their practice in terms
of servant leadership. It was deemed too that the motive behind their approaches in that regard
was to serve people’s needs with humility. The associated roles and specific practices they
adopted were also very well connected with the vision of GNH concepts since they viewed
happiness as coming from serving, helping and having concerns for others, living in harmony
with nature, and being good to all sentient beings (Drukpa, 2016; Jamtsho, 2015).

Another distinct role that education leaders practised, according to Drukpa (2016) was
that of transformational leadership. He found that, for them, it was the second most important
leadership practice adopted after instructional leadership. Numerous roles noted related to
transformational leadership included empowering, delegating, setting goals, building
teamwork, and surrendering power and authority. He particularly highlighted the emphasis
placed on setting school goals and building teamwork. That was in harmony with national
policy whereby schools in Bhutan spent a great deal of time reorienting and setting new goals
and strategies to achieve the overall goal of educating for GNH and building teamwork for its
successful implementation (Dorji, 2015; Drakpa, 2018; Gyeltshen, 2019; Tshewang, 2013).

To summarize, Bhutanese education leaders practised a number of types of leadership roles
depending on the situation in which they found themselves on a daily basis. At the same time,
authoritarian leadership appeared to be less prevalent in the nation’s schools than it used to be.
School leaders indicated that their leadership practices were mostly focused on influencing,
inspiring, motivating and stimulating teachers to work hard and obtain work satisfaction, as
opposed to simply dictating to their subordinates and having no trust in them.
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6.2.7 National Education Policy
The Constitution of the Kingdom of Bhutan requires that the State provide education to
improve and increase the knowledge, values and skills of the entire population to facilitate the
full development of the human personality. It also mandates the provision of free education for
all children of school going age up to 10th standard. Further, it seeks to ensure that technical
and professional education is made generally available and that higher education is equally
accessible to all based on merit.

Bhutan has made commendable progress in relation to those aspirations. However,
more needs to be done to improve quality. In response to that challenge, numerous measures
were initiated. Those include school reform programs, teacher development programs, and
curriculum and assessment reforms (Ministry of Education, 2018b).

In light of ongoing reforms within the sector and to make education more relevant for
changing needs and expectations, a (draft) National Education Policy 2018 was drawn up
(Ministry of Education, 2018b). It aspired to provide overarching directions for building and
nurturing an education system that prepares citizens who are nationally rooted. It also aims to
make them globally competent.

The National Education Policy 2018 draws upon the constitutional commitment to
education provision. It also draws upon the earlier education policy documents of 1976 and
1982, and on education policy guidelines and instructions that were formulated thereafter.
Concurrently, concerted efforts have been made to achieve universal access to primary school
education, strengthen foundations for learning, develop literacy and numeracy, and teach skills
for work and lifelong learning (Ministry of Education, 2018b).
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The latter policy was developed to ensure that education would not neglect the
country’s unique values, traditions, culture and aspirations. That was to help realize His
Majesty’s aspiration for an education system that is timeless and acts as an ongoing social
equalizer. That, he holds, should inform and guide all forms and levels of education in Bhutan,
public and private, to support the aspirations of the government over the long term.
Additionally, it is meant to relate to early childhood education, schooling, monastic education,
tertiary education, training, and non-formal and continuing education (Ministry of Education,
2018b).

6.2.8 The Bhutan Education Blueprint 2014-2024
The Bhutan Education Blueprint 2014-2024 (Ministry of Education, 2014), proposed
engagement in rethinking in education and taking radical steps to respond to education
challenges and changing needs holistically. It was the result of a nationwide consultative
process and engagement in extensive research by the Ministry of Education. Moreover, it aimed
to establish the vision and aspirations for Bhutan’s education system as a time bound ‘roadmap’
(2014-2024) of policy initiatives and recommendations to achieve the overall education goals
of the country.
Bhutan’s political system and socio-economic situation were passing through a phase
that demanded a robust and forward-looking education system. The education blueprint, it was
argued, could lead to the development of a strategy to adequately prepare young Bhutanese for
the challenges of the 21st century. The transformative journey, it was further argued, should
elevate the education system to a level of excellence on a par with international standards,
thereby producing academically competent, technically sound, caring, reflective, disciplined,
creative, communicative, skilful and productive individuals. In particular, it sought to examine
the performance and challenges of the current education system with a focus on improving
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access to education, raising quality of education, closing achievement gaps, and maximising
system efficiency. It also sought to establish a clear vision and aspirations, for students and for
the education system as a whole for 10 years and beyond. Further, it sought to outline a
comprehensive education system transformation journey to ensure that Bhutanese students
would achieve the best of the indigenous wisdom and international competence (Ministry of
Education, 2014a).

6.2.8.1 Selection and Recruitment of Principals
The selection and recruitment of principals for primary schools are based on the Bhutan Civil
Service Rule (BCSR). While the policy is aimed at recruiting the most qualified and capable
candidates, the public raised concerns about the selection process. In particular, it sought a
review of the selection process to include a provision for feedback from teachers and staff from
their respective schools. It was also argued that the existing selection system gave an unfairly
high weighting to tenure thus, making it difficult for young and competent teachers to win a
position (Ministry of Education, 2014a).

It came to be accepted that since school performance depends on the leadership of the
principal, the most capable and competent teachers with the ‘right’ attitude should be recruited.
Accordingly, it was also accepted that the selection of principals has to involve engagement in
a stringent and effective process. It was therefore recommended by the blueprint team that the
current principal selection, process and criteria be reviewed (Ministry of Education, 2014a).

6.2.8.2 Professional Development (PD) programs
Research has shown that principals need adequate training prior to appointment as well as
continued professional support throughout their service, particularly on the key dimension of
instructional leadership. This is particularly true for the first three years of leadership. These,
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some hold, are the most critical years for the formation of principals’ leadership style and skills
(Ministry of Education, 2014a).

Currently, the availability of preparatory and induction training for new primary school
principals and other professional development programs depends on the availability of State
funds. Survey findings indicate that 58 per cent of principals receive induction programs as
novice principals but only 73 per cent of them have availed of PD programs in the last three
years. Therefore, it was recommended that principals should be given intensive induction and
continuous PD programs to prepare them as effective leaders in schools (Ministry of Education,
2014a).

6.2.8.3 Instructional Leadership
Principals’ personal attributes and initiative enable schools to perform well despite steep
challenges (Ministry of Education, 2014a). The survey undertaken for the Bhutan Education
Blueprint 2014-2024 identified “leadership quality of the principal, teacher competency,
teacher accountability and values in education” as areas that needed immediate attention to
improve the overall quality of education. Furthermore, teachers shared a view that principals
are unable to mentor teachers due to heavy administrative responsibilities and lack of
autonomy.

Acknowledging the importance of school autonomy for principals in trying to improve
efficiency in the provision of quality education, 19 public schools were identified in 2014 as
pilot autonomous schools. A subsequent report on the review of autonomous schools revealed
that they were performing better than previously as a result of prompt decision making on the
part of primary principals raising funds, and prioritizing budgets and resources that support
teaching and learning. The report team also recommended giving autonomous status to a
greater number of schools (Ministry of Education, 2014a).
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6.2.8.4 System Efficiency
In order to improve access, quality, and equity of education, different education sectors need
to work together systemically. In Bhutan, past efforts to improve education were largely been
input oriented and primarily concerned with obtaining additional resources such as
infrastructure, facilities, and human resources. Limited attention, however, was given to
improving the efficiency of the system as a whole.
An education system may be called ‘efficient’ when it attains the maximum level of
results for a given level of investment. Achieving such efficiency requires well-coordinated
organisations staffed with capable, professional and dedicated people, good information flow,
a solid legal basis and authority, effective public-private partnership, and sufficient resources.
It is now recognised that education efficiency in Bhutan, including at the primary school level,
cannot be addressed in isolation, but only when tackled holistically (Ministry of Education,
2014a).

6.2.8.5 Institutional Capacity and Capability
Capacity and capability building are related to an education system’s organizational and
functional levels, as well as to the quality of individuals, groups and institutions. Thus, they
require leaders empowered with the ability, will and skills to initiate, plan, manage, undertake,
organize, budget, monitor or supervise and evaluate project activities. In Bhutan, the efficiency
of the Ministry of Education in this regard, and especially regarding primary school leadership
depends on the capacity of its human resources. It has been made clear that this is a problem
area that needs to be addressed (Ministry of Education, 2014a).

More broadly, research carried out by the iDiscoveri and Royal Education council
(2009) indicate that policy formulation and implementation are categorized by top-down
commands to initiate policies without dialogue constraining control over administrators and
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energy being wasted in complying with administrative procedures. At the local primary school
level in Bhutan, problems in those areas were compounded by a lack of appropriate
mechanisms to facilitate community involvement in the planning and management of primary
school education. That resulted in failed implementation of policies and failure to produce
intended results. Overall, it appears that the service providers at the local level, the districts and
the primary schools often did not have a clear understanding of policies (Ministry of Education,
2014a). Therefore, it was recommended to improve the education management information
system (EMIS) at the school, district and central levels, start evidence-based planning at all
levels of education administration, and introduce a regular annual cycle of professional
development training for all ministry officials.

6.2.8.6 School Efficiency
1. School Autonomy

With an objective to improve primary school efficiency, as well as at other levels, the Ministry
of Education introduced a decentralization policy in early 2012. However, many district
education officers (DEOs) and principals argued that their work was being hindered. That was
due to a lack of necessary administrative control over managerial decisions to support school
affairs.
The district education officers’ role seemed to be mainly focused on district
administrative matters, such as supervising ad hoc programs not necessarily related to
supporting primary schools or educational activities but directed by district authorities. The
education policy also required that the principals carry out instructional leadership
responsibilities, seek to improve the quality of education, and be input-oriented in relation to
infrastructure, facilities, and human resources rather than be focused on improving the system
processes, including school governance and management. Therefore, it was recommended that
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the roles of the DEOs and the principals needed to be clearly redefined and that the DEOs be
given autonomy over primary school principal and teacher preparation for those nationals
availing of it both within and outside of Bhutan.

2. School Management Board

While the national education policy requires every primary school set of authorities to establish
school management boards (SMB) to encourage participatory management and to garner
support from stakeholders, many did not have functional SMBs. Schools were expected to
follow standard management procedure, including goal setting, strategic planning,
implementing plans, monitoring of plans, reviews and assessment and recording and reporting.
The effectiveness of uniform governance and management structures followed by all schools,
however, was not clear. It was therefore recommended to review the role of SMBs, develop
indicators for primary schools to compare their overall efficiency with other schools, and
provide school-based professional development start-up grants (Ministry of Education, 2014a).

3. Financing Education
The anticipated success of a nation’s education policy largely depends upon such support
mechanism as strong financial and resource commitment by the government. While the
education authorities in Bhutan sought to strengthen the primary school education sector, a
review of Five-Year Plan expenditure (Ministry of Education, 2014a) by the government
revealed a downward trend in terms of percentage of GDP and percentage of total expenditure
on education. A significant portion of the education budget was also spent on such capital
works as constructing new physical infrastructure across the country to provide access to
primary schooling. However, nationwide consultation revealed that schools were still facing
challenges in terms of inadequacy of structure and facilities, including in relation to classrooms,
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staff rooms, technology, common spaces, art, and music. In some cases, libraries were shown
to be under-stocked and science laboratories were underutilized. The maintenance and
renovation of infrastructure appeared also to be overlooked, resulting in poorly maintained
infrastructure and facilities. Further, there were indications that urban primary schools enjoyed
better facilities compared to the rural schools (Ministry of Education, 2014a).

Given financial constraints, the government found it necessary to maximize efficiency
to justify investment and to seek to achieve the overall goal of improving the quality of primary
school education. Expenditure in the education sector was expected to increase in the coming
years, particularly with increasing maintenance cost and additional investments to absorb
expanding enrolments at various levels. In addition, with the phasing out of the World Food
Program’s assistance after 2018, the government needed to take over the program of providing
food for primary school students. That program was an important factor contributing to
increased enrolment rates (Ministry of Education, 2014a).

The expenditure involved in the 10th Five Year Plan (2008-2013) showed that as much
as 46 per cent of the education sector budget was derived from international development
partners. That was deemed to be a problem for the nation in moving forward as it indicated too
much reliance on outside assistance. Further, with a reduction in national public expenditure,
the importance of new reforms and measures to improve and expand education indicated that
the Ministry would need to develop new funding mechanisms to generate and raise money to
ensure that the quality and efficiency of the system could be achieved (Ministry of Education,
2014a).

6.2.9 Inclusive Education Policy in Bhutan
One of the primary challenges for a modern education system is contending with human
difference (Schuelka, 2012). While the monastic education system in Bhutan had provided
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schooling for students who were inclined towards literary activities and spiritual practice, the
modern primary school education system brought children from a heterogeneous community
together in one classroom with one teacher expecting them to all learn together (Schuelka,
2012). In relation to this, Dorji (2008) argued that “for the teacher...the secular system was
more difficult as he or she had to deal with a number of students with varied learning abilities
and problems” (p. 22). As with the development of other education systems, committing to
compulsory primary education for all, raises the dilemma of how to educate children with
different abilities effectively and efficiently with limited resources (Schuelka & Johnstone,
2012). Bhutan started to address perceived deficits in this regard by increasing the attention
paid both to special education and inclusive education.

Over the past two decades, the government of Bhutan and the Ministry of Education
have, consequently, become concerned about how to best educate primary school youth with
disabilities in schools. Following the publication of the Ninth Five-Year Plan (2002), a special
education unit was established within the Ministry of Education to specifically address the
needs of both staff and students involved. The government estimated that 3.5 per cent of
Bhutanese youth had a disability. However, the criteria for determining a disability diagnosis
remained unclear.

While the exact number of children with disabilities participating in primary school
education historically was, and is, unknown, it became an area of top priority for the
government (2002, 2009) and the Ministry of Education (2004, 2010). In 2009, the government
claimed that 10-to-12 per cent of children were not attending school because either they had a
disability or lived in extremely remote areas. The motivation to address this ‘problem’ of
getting all school-age children into school was partly due to a national conscience on the matter,
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but Bhutan’s engagement with international initiatives such as EFA and its commitments to
various UN conventions were also influential.

Previously, the Department of Education, within the Ministry of Health and Education
(2003), spelt out its vision on education for primary school students with disabilities in its
Education Sector Strategy: Realizing Vision 2020. That vision was as follows:
All children with disabilities and with special needs – including those with physical,
mental and other types of impairment – will be able to access and benefit from
education. This will include full access to the curriculum, participation in extracurricular activities and access to cultural, artistic, recreational and leisure activities ...
Children with disabilities and those with special needs will, to the greatest extent
possible, be able to attend a local school where they will receive quality education
alongside their non-disabled peers. (p. 36)

Inclusive education also has continued to resonate within Bhutanese policy documents since it
first appeared in the government’s Tenth Five-Year Plan in 2009 and in the policies of the
Ministry of Education in 2010.

Dorji (2003), back in 2003, recognised that there were large gaps between idealized
inclusive policies and the material, curricular, and personnel capacity to turn them into practice.
At the same time, he argued, Bhutanese culture already had the values necessary for building
an inclusive approach to education. Both he (Dorji, 2003) and Namgyel (2011) labelled that
‘wholesome education’.
The priorities of the government concerning equity in education, along with the media’s
portrayal of the policy ‘problem’ of education and societal exclusion of persons with
disabilities, presented inclusive education as a ‘natural policy solution’. Its institutionalization
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within the primary school education structure of the country represented a concerted effort in
building an inclusive society. Relatedly, the GNH-influenced policies were supportive of
persons with disabilities through a Buddhist lens (Schuelka, 2012).

6.3 Policies and Priorities in the Tenth-Five-Year-Plan
In its policies and priorities in the Tenth-Five-Year-Plan (2008-2013), the government of
Bhutan viewed public resource expenditure on education at all levels as a vital investment that
could have both immediate and long-term benefits for individuals and for Bhutanese society.
In particular, it was seen that it could possibly play a crucial role in accelerating economic
growth through the creation of a productive national workforce. Relatedly, various other socioeconomic objectives were emphasized in the strategic framework priorities for investing in
human capital.

The advent of a democratic form of governance in Bhutan also demanded an educated
population able to make well-informed choices. It further demanded they its members be able
to participate meaningfully in national and local political affairs. Moreover, the expansion of,
and improvements in, the quality of education at all levels, it was held, would greatly determine
the prospects for the eventual emergence for a knowledge-based society in Bhutan.

Education, including at primary school level, was also promoted as a strategic means
to reduce poverty in the country. In this regard, the Bhutan PAR 2004 (National Statistical
Bureau, 2004) and various studies revealed very strong linkages between education attainment
and poverty. It also indicated that a secondary school education could have a noticeable positive
impact on efforts aimed at lifting an individual out of poverty. That was not surprising since
the benefits of education for poverty alleviation in countries all around the world are also well
documented and known (Oke et al., 2020). It has also been persuasively argued that ignorance
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and a lack of education can have far reaching socio-economic costs and detrimental
consequences that perpetuate a vicious cycle of poverty and disempowerment (Pervez, 2014).

For the reasons noted above and the broader quest to improve happiness and life
satisfaction in Bhutanese society, the education sector continued to be given high priority by
the government. Special emphasis was placed on sustaining universal basic primary school
education in terms of enhanced net enrolments, providing equal opportunity and access in
education at all levels, improving education quality and standards, enhancing the value of
education, promoting national literacy, and making education more relevant to the workplace.
The further expansion of higher education, and particularly technical and management
education, and the promotion of lifelong learning opportunities, were also given significant
priority on the grounds that they have the potential to considerably advance the quality and
level of human capital formation.

6.3.1 Constraints and Challenges
Bhutan set a national goal of achieving near 100 per cent enrolment at the primary school level
by the end of the implementation of its Tenth Plan. It made considerable progress in expanding
primary school education and the net enrolment ratio had reached 96.5 per cent by 2019
(Ministry of Education, Annual Education Report, 2019-2020). That was made possible by the
construction of community primary schools and the provision of boarding facilities in rural and
remote areas. One of the fundamental challenges for the future, it was recognised, was to enrol
and retain the last 3.5 per cent of school age children who, for various reasons, had been unable
to enter school (Ministry of Education, Annual Education Report, 2019-2020). They included
those living in very remote parts of the country, children with disabilities, and children facing
learning difficulties.
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To increase access to primary school education, the government continued with the
establishment of community primary schools during the 10th FYP. Due to the mountainous
terrain and the dispersed settlements through much of the nation, it was not always possible to
provide a school within one hour’s walking distance from a student’s home. Therefore,
extended classrooms were established to provide education even in the remotest and most
isolated communities. Boarding facilities, as already noted, were provided in more remote
areas. Midday meals were also provided in the day schools and bus services were provided in
urban areas. Children in poor families received a stipend, clothes and other essentials. Further,
inclusive education was strengthened to enable children with special needs and disabilities to
get access to, and benefit from, education in regular schools.

Gender parity at the primary and middle secondary levels was achieved. It continued,
however, to be a problem at the higher secondary and tertiary levels. That was deemed to justify
the need for affirmative action and the taking of relevant measures to ensure gender parity at
those levels.

One of the biggest challenges for the Ministry of Education was to maintain the quality
of primary school education while enhancing enrolment. There was a general perception that
quality had been sacrificed for the sake of expansion and that Bhutan had to improve the
standard of its education. Given that teachers were deemed to be the key element in ensuring
quality of education, there was also a perception that there was a need to address the problem
of teacher shortage and raise the morale of teachers through the provision of better incentives
(Royal Education Council, 2010). Furthermore, to address concern about the quality of
education, major curriculum reforms in various subjects were carried out aimed at making
education relevant to the needs of a society developing economically.
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6.3.2 Basic and Secondary School Education Objectives and Strategies
Objectives
The main objective for the education sector during the 10 FYP was to enhance access to, and
improve the quality of, education. The other key objectives were listed as follows:
• Provide support mechanisms to promote good practices for early childhood care
and development for children between 0 – 6 years of age;
• Enhance Primary Net Enrolment (enrolment of children aged 6-12 in grades
Pre-primary to six) to near 100 percent by 2013;
• Enhance Basic Net Enrolment (enrolment of children aged 6-16 in grades Preprimary to ten) to near 90 percent by 2013;
• Provide opportunity for approximately 40 percent of grade ten graduates to
enrol in grade eleven in public schools;
• Establish a program of inclusive education to enable all children to participate
in and benefit from the education process;
• Develop a more sustainable education system through private participation and
cost sharing measures;
• Enhance equitable distribution of experienced and qualified teachers across all
schools;
• Strengthen and improve education management system at all levels with
particular emphasis on school level management;
• Review and reform the monitoring and professional support services system to
make it more efficient and effective to improve the quality of education.
(Ministry of Education, 2011)
Overall, these objectives were quite realistic. Furthermore, the willingness seemed to be there
to try to achieve them (Ministry of Education, 2011).

Strategies

The following were the strategies outlined for achieving the above-mentioned objectives:
•

Enhance early childhood care and development support mechanisms
through non-formal education and advocacy through media, and encourage
private promoters to establish day care centres in urban areas;

•

Support districts to establish primary schools where required;
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•

Upgrade selected community primary and primary schools to secondary
schools and establish new secondary schools to meet the demand for space;

•

Consolidate selected schools and pool available resources to enhance
education quality while increasing access which may involve merging of
schools or providing additional facilities;

•

To develop a more sustainable education system, promote more and a
greater variety of private schools. Payment for boarding where parents opt
to send their wards to public boarding schools were also to be
institutionalized;

•

Enhance education of the disabled through inclusive education and continue
creating support facilities in select schools to allow these children to access
general education in regular schools. The strategy for support mechanisms
will be based on a study of various disabilities;

•

Enhance the management system with special emphasis on monitoring
quality education through provision of adequate personnel, training
opportunities and use of IT;

•

The present EMSSD, resource centres, and school clusters and role of DEOs
were to be reviewed and harmonized to ensure greater monitoring and
professional support. This would emphasize training of DEOs, ADEOs,
principals, EMOs, senior and master teachers in each of the school clusters
for performance management and leadership;

•

Improve teaching learning resources in schools through better and timely
provision of facilities in a more co-coordinated manner with priority given
to promoting use of IT and other learning resources in more remote schools;

•

Conduct National Education Assessment (NEA) in grades six and 10 to
monitor the quality of education;

•

Strengthen school health programs and make schools ‘health promoting’
through sound school health policies, better coordination with related
agencies through advocacy, resource mobilization and allocation, capacity
building and operations research;

•

Enhance the quality and professionalism of in-service teachers through
opportunities for collaboration and dialogue through formal workshops and
seminars and fewer formal dialogues and professional exchanges;

•

Establish a system of distributing qualified and experienced teachers
through an enhanced HRD system and placement of senior and master
teachers;

•

All schools to be staffed with a minimum teacher student ratio of 1-to-24
with class size of 30-to- 36 students in regular schools and 1-to-20 in smaller
schools with multi-grade teaching. All schools to have at least two teachers;

•

Provide incentives such as scarcity allowance and difficulty allowance in
particular to teachers posted in rural and remote schools;

•

Continue to recruit expatriate teachers and volunteers both from the region
and overseas to address the shortage of teachers;
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•

Support the establishment of a Teacher Training Centre to enhance teaching
skills and more importantly subject knowledge for in-service teachers;

•

Promote the professionalism and dedication of teachers by improving their
living and working conditions by providing suitable workspace in the form
of staff rooms and staff quarters particularly in rural and remote schools. By
the end of the plan, 900 teacher quarters with basic facilities targeting the
rural and remote schools to be constructed;

•

Provide for continuous learning needs of adults through flexible modes of
provision such as distance and on-line learning, part-time and mixed mode
learning or through full time study leave provisions. (Ministry of Education,
2011)

This indeed is a very long list. It was deemed important by the present author,
however, to detail it in full. Moreover, as with the objectives they were realistic and
a willingness to achieve them existed. In addition, key overseas-based agencies
were willing to offer assistance and support.

6.3.3 Plan Performance and Key Achievements
The Royal Government approved a cumulative budget of Nu. 3,145.23 million in the fiscal
years 2008-2009 and 2009-2010. The reported expenditure was Nu. 2,085.10 million. This
represented 66 per cent of the approved budget. The following were the achievements of
the government:
•

Eighty-seven new schools were constructed (including 63 Extended
Classrooms) and 23 schools upgraded. This showed the execution of about 40
percent of the planned activities.

•

Ninety-four per cent Primary Net Enrolment ratio, 91 per cent Basic Net
Enrolment ratio, 43 percent Gross Enrolment ratio in higher secondary school,
and 1.02 gender parity index was achieved.

•

GNH Education was instituted and GNH values were integrated in the
management process in all schools. “Educating for GNH Guidelines” was
developed. An International Workshop and National workshops (for education
leaders) on Educating for GNH was also organized.

•

Policy initiatives and development: Tertiary Education Policy, Youth Policy,
ECCD Policy, Special Education Policy, Comprehensive School Health Policy,
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Non-Formal Education Policy, School Education Policy, and Teacher HR
Policy were also drafted.
•

Structural reform: Department of Curriculum Research and Development
(DCRD) was established and Bhutan Council for School Examination and
Assessment (BCSEA) was given autonomy.

•

Teacher Quality and Motivation: Teacher policies were endorsed along with a
performance management system and systemic professional development of
teachers was also put in place.

•

Initiatives to address teacher shortage: ‘Light Drukyul’ project recruited
university graduates and retired teachers on a two-year contract. A volunteer
teacher program in collaboration with Bhutan Canada Foundation was also
initiated.

•

Enhancing quality of curriculum: A consolidated English curriculum for preprimary to grade 12 was prepared. Dzongkha curriculum for pre-primary to 12
and mathematics curriculum for grades four to 12 was reformed. Science
curriculum framework for pre-primary to grade 12 was also developed. (GNHC,
2011)

6.3.4 Issues and Challenges
Teacher motivation and retention, posting teachers to remote schools, a high number of
teachers leaving teaching profession, and a cumbersome work permit renewal process for
expatriate teachers, were some issues and challenges as in need of being addressed. There was
also a high cost implication for the government after the phasing out of the World Food
Program. Insufficient budget for maintenance of school infrastructure, furniture, science
equipment and procurement of computers were some of the issues faced by schools. The lack
of a budget for non-formal education programs and of workshops for teachers of special needs
students was also a challenge faced by the education sector during the 10th Five Year Plan
(GNHC, 2011).
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6.4 Policies and Priorities in the Eleventh-Five-Year-Plan

In the 11th Five-Year-Plan (2013-2018) (GNHC, 2013), the need to strengthen primary school
infrastructure and improve access to, and the quality of, education was highlighted. Over the
plan period, four colleges and 63 central schools were established across the country. Several
reforms in curriculum and management were also initiated with the aim of improving the
quality of education and strengthening the capacity of teachers, including in relation to primary
school education. Further, an education blueprint was developed to try to plan to bring about a
transformation in primary school education through the implementation of various strategies
between 2014 to 2024.
To promote inclusion, a special education needs’ program was introduced in 14 primary
schools across the country for children with special needs. Recognizing the importance of
nutrition to the school children, a school feeding program was also implemented in 361 schools.
Additionally, to facilitate higher education for economically disadvantaged students, an interest
free student loan scheme was introduced in 2014.

With improved access to primary school education, the adjusted net enrolment ratio
increased during the plan period to 98.8 per cent overall or, more specifically, 98.9 per cent for
girls and 97.3 per cent for boys. The literacy rate also improved from 59.5 per cent in 2005 to
71.4 per cent in 2017 (National Statistics Bureau, 2018). In order to improve girls’ hygiene, a
project aimed at providing low-cost sanitary pads was launched. To date nine schools are being
provided with sanitary pad-processing machines.

6.4.1 Plan Priorities for Education in the Eleventh Five-Year Plan (2013-2018)
Challenges continued to emerge in relation to providing access to schooling in geographically
difficult areas, in relation to inclusive education, and on improving the quality of primary
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school education. In seeking to address these, the Ministry of Education sought to harness the
interest and potential of children from an early age through the provision of early childhood
care and education. It set out to try to build a strong foundation. The aim was to enrol 50 per
cent of three-to-five-year-old children in the Early Child Care and Development (ECCD)
program and to expand the number of schools with Special Educational Needs (SEN) programs
nationally from 14 to 28. This was intended to ensure that at least one school in every district
would be equipped with a SEN program to ensure that no child would be left behind.

In addition, rationalization of primary school infrastructure, it was argued, would help
to enhance quality by having reasonable class sizes. That was to be achieved through the
efficient deployment of teachers and improved boarding facilities. Towards this objective, the
Ministry set out to review the functioning of the central schools. Continuous professional
development programs were also introduced to ensure that a minimum of 80 hours of needbased provision was offered to every teacher every year.

6.4.2 Issues and Challenges
Throughout the duration of the 11th Five Year Plan, a number of reports (REC, 2008; GNHC,
2011) revealed that an increasing number of students, including graduates from vocational and
tertiary institutions, had been inadequately prepared to enter the workforce. That had resulted
in a paradoxical situation of relatively high levels of youth unemployment and a critical skills
shortage. Clearly, changing realities, both domestic and external, were placing a demand on
the education system to ensure that higher standards were achieved at a scale that had never
been met or required previously.

According to a Royal Education Council (REC, 2009) study on the quality of education
in Bhutan, the overall trend indicated that there was still a big gap between the current and the
desired situation regarding the quality of outcomes and processes, with under-prepared
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teachers, lack of appropriate curricular resources, and poor instructional leadership and inservice training being identified as the three critical reasons for the persistence of ineffective
classroom practices across schools, including at the primary school level. They may also have
accounted for a similar situation across vocational and tertiary education institutions. A major
related challenge identified was the sustainability of financing the education sector.

A number of the key deficiencies in the quality of learning outcomes and processes were
highlighted in the report. Firstly, there was the fact that the overall level of performance of
students was just above passing grade. Secondly, graduates lacked basic analytical and
communication skills and the attitudes needed for entry level professions. Thirdly, teaching
consisted of one-way teacher-led chalk-and-talk without being able to get the students to
comprehend and demonstrate learning. Fourthly, assessment in the classroom did not close the
gap between what is taught and what students learn. Fifthly, there were low academic and
professional standards for entry into the teaching profession. Sixthly, schools lacked quality
processes for developing teachers’ capacity, the autonomy and instructional resources to
initiate academic improvement and the essential physical infrastructure to support learning.
Seventhly, there was no clear link between the stated national socio-economic goals and the
goals of the education system. Lastly, the supporting systems for schools needed a considerable
strengthening in the areas of teacher preparation, curriculum standards and resources, and the
incentives for improving quality.

The report also identified three critical reasons for the persistence of ineffective
classroom practices across schools. These were under-prepared teachers, a lack of appropriate
curricular resources, and poor instructional leadership and in-service preparation. The design
of a thoughtful and carefully implemented comprehensive reform effort to bridge the gap

171

between the current set of challenges facing the school system and the high aspirations it held
was needed.

Another study (REC, 2010) suggested that education infrastructure facilities alone were
not sufficient to improve education outcomes. Regarding that matter, it was noted in particular
that motivated and appropriately qualified teachers play a critical role in ensuring quality
education. However, the education system continued to be constrained by an acute shortage of
teachers. Teaching also was one of the least preferred professions by graduates. Thus, attracting
high performing graduates to join the teaching force was increasingly becoming a major
challenge. Some of the reasons for that situation included a lack of incentives, both financial
and non-financial, perceived poor career progression, and limitations of the recruitment
process.
During the period of the implementation of the 10th Five Year Plan, initiatives to
strengthen human resource policy to provide better career progression for teachers were
implemented. However, the proposed teacher incentives were not introduced due to financial
constraints. In addition, with the phasing out of the World Food Program’s assistance after
2018, the government had to take over the schools’ feeding program.
6.5 Education Policies and Priorities in the 12th Five-Year-Plan (2018-2023)
th

In the 12 Five-Year-Plan (GNHC, 2018), there was a shift towards advocating formative
assessment in education. The motivation was recognition that the capacity of teachers needed
to be strengthened and that this required the provision of additional professional development
for primary teachers. Additionally, it was argued that to promote research-based teaching, a
research culture needed to be developed in the schools. To commence the process, about 2000
teachers were expected to engage in and complete at least one action research project.
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To harness the benefits of ICT to enhance the quality of the teaching and learning
process, the Ministry of Education and the respective districts were to provide adequate
computers and internet connectivity in all schools. It was also recognised that relevant
interventions related to school feeding and nutrition could help to prevent malnutrition, address
nutritional deficiencies and promote behavioural and attitudinal changes regarding health. The
supply of fortified rice to all schools with feeding programs was to be continued to address
micronutrient deficiencies among school children. Additionally, the Ministry of Education in
coordination with the respective districts accelerated the existing school feeding program. The
Ministry also continued to support a Water, Sanitation and Hygiene (WASH) program
developed with the aim of promoting healthy and hygienic habits (GNHC, 2018).

The government viewed public resource expenditure on education at all levels as a vital
investment that could have both immediate and long-term benefits for individuals and
Bhutanese society. It was expected to play a crucial role in accelerating economic growth
through the creation of a productive national workforce and the advancement of various other
socio-economic objectives as emphasized in the strategic framework priority for investing in
human capital. Equally important, education was seen as a strategic means of reducing poverty
in the country (Santos & Ura, 2008; Santos, 2013).

6.5.1 Current situation and key challenges
Notwithstanding all of the difficulties noted already, Bhutan is very close to achieving the goal
of universal primary education. The Gross Enrolment Ratio for basic education (pre-primary
to grade 10) stood at 100 per cent in 2018 and the Gross Enrolment Ratio for secondary (grades
seven to 12) stood at 89.3 per cent for the same year (GNHC, 2019). The Gross Enrolment
Ratio for tertiary education (19-23 years old) within and outside Bhutan was 24.2 per cent
(GNHC, 2019).
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Nevertheless, the results of diagnostic standardised tests conducted back in 2008
(Educational Initiatives, 2008), that found that student learning outcomes were below the
minimum expectations for their grade levels, had changed little. Thus, many were unable to
perform basic numeracy and literacy tasks and, the majority of students were unable to
understand core concepts and apply knowledge to real-life situations across grades and subjects
(Royal Education Council, 2009). Similarly, the findings of the Education without
Compromise Report (Education Sector Review Commission, 2008) showed that children could
not master the curriculum within the prescribed time, resulting in many higher primary school
students repeating a grade. Additionally, an education quality survey of primary schools in
Bhutan (grades two and four) conducted by the World Bank in 2007 found that the overall rate
of learning was low (GNHC, 2019). Again, little had changed.

More recently, the Program for International Student Assessment for Development
(PISA-D) Report 2018, reported that while students in Bhutan in general have relatively high
success rates in items requiring lower cognitive skills, significant deficits exist in performance
of more demanding tasks (BCSEA, 2019). Overall, it was concluded that Bhutanese students
perform at a par with top PISA-D countries but significantly below the Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) average. PISA-D countries comprise of
Cambodia, Ecuador, Guatemala, Honduras, Panama, Paraguay, Senegal and Zambia.

Enrolling isolated groups of children geographically continues to remain a challenge.
It was estimated that in 2018, about 3.2 per cent or close to 2,840 primary age children (6-12
years old) were still out of school or were not enrolled in any form of structured learning. These
were in remote and difficult-to-reach areas. They also included children of nomadic
communities, migrant populations, children with learning disabilities whose special learning
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needs are currently not catered for, and those who have dropped out of school (Ministry of
Education, Annual Education Statistics, 2018).

6.5.2 Strategies
In order to address the challenges and achieve the aims of the education sector, a number of
strategies were identified by the Ministry of Education in 2018 (GNHC, 2019). Firstly, it stated
that there is a need to make teaching a profession of choice. Secondly, there is a need to
strengthen Early Child Care and Development (ECCD) and primary education. Thirdly, there
is a need to shift from examination based to holistic and formative assessment. Fourthly, there
is a need to create pathways between mainstream and vocational education. Fifthly, there is a
need to transform Technical and Vocational Education and Training (TVET) for sustainable
development. Lastly, strengthening Gross National Happiness (GNH) based values education
needs to be promoted more in schools and institutes.
A number of areas were addressed as a response during the 12th Five Year Plan (GNHC,
2019). The first related to improving the quality and inclusiveness of school education. A
program in this area aims to provide inclusive education to all children and is known as the
Special Educational Needs (SEN) program (Dorji & Schuelka, 2016). It aims also to ensure
that no child is educationally deprived irrespective of circumstances such as disabilities,
remoteness and economic disadvantage. It is further aimed at providing quality, wholesome
education by reducing dropouts and repetition.

A second area addressed related to enhancing teacher development and support. A
program focussed on this area aims to provide 80 hours of professional development to each
teacher in a year to enhance their knowledge and skills through in-service training and
workshops at national, district and school levels. It is called the teacher professional
development program (Ministry of Education, 2019). It also aims to provide prestigious
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scholarships and fellowships so that students can attend institutions outside the country.
Further, the program aims to ensure efficient deployment of teachers including in relation to
their teaching subject areas.

A third area addressed related to improving health and wellbeing of children and youth.
A program in this area aims to implement the school feeding strategy as a long-term investment
in developing human capital. It is called the national school feeding program (Ministry of
Education, 2019). This program will also offer various youth values and skills development
activities. It will include life skill education, counselling, scouting, sports, and establishment
of youth centres.

A fourth area addressed related to improving quality and relevance of school curriculum
and of its implementation. A program in this area aims to reform, revise and update the existing
curriculum to meet emerging needs. It is called National School Curriculum Framework (Royal
Education Council, 2019). It will lead to the development of curriculum and assessment
policies and streamlining standards to guide reform and revision of existing curriculum and
development of new curriculum. Overall, it will be implemented by the Royal Education
Council (REC).

A fifth area addressed related to enhancing the quality of Examination and Assessment
Systems. A program in this area aims to strengthen assessment and examination approaches. It
is called the National Educational Assessment Framework (BCSEA, 2020). Affiliation with
Cambridge university for English language testing, and the development of national education
assessment approaches will be another focus. The program will be implemented by the Bhutan
Council for School Assessment and Examinations (BCSEA).
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6.6 Conclusion
In 2008, Bhutan changed its system of government from being an absolute monarchy to that of
a constitutional monarchy. Changes in education were also initiated with each successive
government. Taking account of that context, the present chapter chronicled developed an
understanding of the recent developments that have taken place in relation to primary school
leadership in Bhutan from 2008 to the present, with particular reference to remote schools.
Since 2008 to 2019, three different political parties initiated and implemented the FiveYear Plan of development. The policies and priorities of each term of government have been
discussed. Some of the key issues and challenges faced by the school leaders have also been
highlighted. The main priorities of the governments included accessibility, quality, and
resources to enhance education. Although the focus of each government differed, the overall
enduring objective remained the same for all.
Some of the initiatives of the government during the 10th Five Year Plan involved
making schools accessible in the most difficult areas of the country, the introduction of the
concept of ‘Educating for GNH’ and ‘Green schools’ in the country’s education system. In the
11th Five Year Plan, the government focused more on consolidating limited resources, granting
autonomy to some schools, and establishing central schools and professional development of
teachers and school leaders to enhance quality education. The 12th Five Year Plan started with
the election of a new government in 2018. That government increased the remuneration and
allowances of teachers and school leaders to try to retain good performing teachers. All grade
ten students who could not qualify for entry to public schools were enrolled in private schools
in the country with the government’s financial support in 2019. Overall, while the various
developments initiated were intended to enhance quality education and make it easily
accessible to the children of the country, their sustainability remains to be seen.
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CHAPTER SEVEN
CHALLENGES FACED BY PRIMARY SCHOOL LEADERS IN REMOTE
DISTRICTS IN BHUTAN
7.1 Introduction
This chapter relates to the third aim of the study being reported in this thesis, which was to
develop an understanding of the current challenges faced by primary school leaders in remote
districts in Bhutan and the strategies adopted by them to deal with those challenges. It is divided
into two parts. The first part of the chapter presents those challenges identified according to
three broad themes, namely, ‘environmental challenges’, ‘teaching challenges’, and
‘administrative challenges.’ The second part of the chapter highlights the strategies adopted by
school leaders in dealing with these problems at work, namely by engaging with the community
and other relevant bodies, drawing on life experiences and having a positive outlook, on
following the Ministry of Education’s protocols, and on establishing internal school rules.
7.2 Environmental Challenges
My name is Jigme. I work here at Metho primary school. Metho is one of the remotest
regions in Bhutan, having an area of 867.7 kilometres. It lies at an altitude of 3400 to 3500
metres above sea level. The people living here are semi-nomadic highlanders. It is a very
beautiful place with an abundance of flora and fauna. This attracts a lot of visitors from
outside to the place. I have plenty of officials visiting my school throughout the year. I love
the rhododendrons in colours of white and red that grow all around this place.
Even in spring, however, the weather is cold, foggy and rainy. Without a four-wheel
drive vehicle, it is difficult to get here because of the ice and mud. Most of the time, our
vehicles get stuck in the roads and it is difficult to get help since there are very few people
living around us. There is no public transport and communication facilities available in times
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of emergency. The nomads and civil servants working often have to either walk or use horse
for transportation when they travel around on business.
The mobile phone network is also limited and sometimes we cannot even make a
call. Our school is located just below the slope before reaching the cluster of houses in this
village. The road to school is slippery and muddy as there is no proper footpaths. So, we
have to be careful while walking to school. Otherwise there is every chance that we might
fall down.
Many parents of our students are highlanders and semi-nomadic. They earn their
living by raising yaks. Yak products such as butter, cheese, meat and stuffs made from yak
wool are sold outside of the village to generate income. Their fermented cheese is quite
popular and expensive. Apart from yak grazing, there are no employment opportunities in
the place so fathers and sometimes mothers also move to other places in search of jobs,
especially at winter time, leaving the children behind on their own or with grandparents.

The six schools investigated in the study being reported in this thesis were located in remote
places like that depicted above. They face several environmental challenges, including severe
climatic conditions, difficulties in relation to transport due to challenging physical geography,
and lack of employment opportunities due to harsh climatic conditions. Each of these
challenges will be discussed below.
7.2.1 Climate
Three principal climatic regions can be distinguished within Bhutan. These are the hot, humid,
subtropical tract of the Duars Plain and its adjacent foothills, the cooler region of the Lesser
Himalayas, and the alpine tundra region of the Greater Himalayas. A temperate climate occurs
only in the central mountain valleys. The rest of the country experiences either extreme heat,
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as in the Duars, or extreme cold, as in the north. The climate in Bhutan is diverse, especially
given the country’s size. It changes with elevation, producing striking meteorologic contrasts,
differing exposures to sunlight and moisture-laden winds resulting in complex local variations.

The three climatic zones are shown below in Table 7.1:

Table 7.1: Climatic Zones of Bhutan (SNC, NEC, 2011)

Belt

Physical
features

Southern
belt
Central
belt

Himalayan
foothills

River valleys

Altitude

150 m
2,000 m

Climatic characteristics

Temperature

to Subtropical climate High o
o
humidity and heavy rainfall 15 C to 30 C

2,000 m to Cool winters, hot summers
4,000 m
and moderate rainfall.

Snow-capped
Northern
above 4,000 Cold winter
peaks and alpine
belt
m
summer
meadows

and

15oC to 26oC (June
to September).
And -4oC to 15oC
(winter season).

cool

The country receives about 70 per cent of its precipitation during the monsoon period, while
pre-monsoon weather accounts for 20 per cent. The annual precipitation also ranges widely
across the country. The northern region gets about 40 mm of annual precipitation, mostly in
the form of snow. The temperate central valley gets a yearly average of about 1,000 mm of
rainfall while the southern region gets about 1,500 mm of rainfall annually (NEC, 2011). The
monsoons last from late June through late September.

The schools visited for the study being reported here located at an altitude between
1040 metres to 2690 metres. The coldest period there in Bhutan is from November to February
(winter), while June to August is summer and has higher temperatures. All four seasons are
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experienced. March heralds the arrival of spring. September and October are the ‘fall season’
and are months when the temperature starts to drop.

The climate is severe at all times in the places visited during the study. Students in three
of the schools visited, experience long winters and short summers, with winter being very cold
with snowfall and summer being wet and warm. The schools commence late in the morning
and close early in the afternoon due to the harsh weather conditions. Schools also commence
the year by opening later compared to those in other parts of the country, which start in early
February. These circumstances mean that teachers and students face challenges in covering the
prescribed curriculum in the proposed time period. One of the principals in a school visited
stated: “Our teaching year starts on 1st April (while other schools start in February). We only
have one block of curriculum completed when others have completed two blocks of
curriculum” (PES2). The situation is similar in other schools visited.
Many of the students in the schools visited are children of semi-nomadic highlanders
who move up to their mountain places from lower valleys when the weather starts to get warm.
Then, when it starts to get cold, they move back down to the lower warmer valleys. Since the
passes become blocked by snow in winter, they make sure they make the move before the snow
starts to fall.
7.2.2 Transportation and Communication
Bhutan’s development plans have stressed that transport and communications need to be
improved. By the early 21st century, the combined sectors had become a significant contributor
to the country’s GDP. Highways constructed through difficult mountain terrain connect roads
from India to Thimphu, the capital city in western Bhutan, to Trongsa in central Bhutan, and
to Trashigang in eastern Bhutan. The construction of a major east-west highway has also been
completed. Further, Bhutan has one international airport from which the national airline offers
flights to India, Nepal, Bangladesh, Singapore and Thailand. In 1999, it became legal to own a
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television and use the Internet, and a satellite communication system was established near
Thimphu (Norbu & Karan, 2018).
All of the schools visited are in remote areas in far flung places located either at the
base of a mountain, near rivers, or on top of mountains. Thus, they are far removed from the
nation’s modern transport and communication systems. As a result, they are connected by farm
roads that can be washed away by the floods, be covered by landslides during summer, and
have black ice on them in winter. Indeed, the roads can only be used during the good weather
in the spring and fall seasons.
Transport poses challenges for the students and teachers in the areas in question since
they have to travel long distances to get their basic provisions and have health checks. The
travel is particularly long for teachers having to attend official meetings and professional
development programs conducted either in the capital city or at a central place accessible to
those working in the schools in the region. Often times, teachers often miss these opportunities
due to either lack of transportation or information from headquarters arriving too late because
of difficulties associated with getting mail delivered.
One of the principals interviewed shared his experiences on the challenges faced in the
latter regard during the monsoon (summer) and winter season: “Land transport during summer
is very muddy, only four-wheel drive can travel. Wintertime same problem due to snow. From
November till May there is snow” (PES2). Another principal expressed similar concerns: “In
summertime all roads are blocked. In 2015, I even had to eat rice infested with worms as no
food could get through due to roads being blocked. Then in summertime the whole district is
cut off from other districts” (PCS1). At another school the principal and the teachers described
their experience regarding the previous year, recalling that in the summer the stream nearby
flooded and washed away the connecting road to the school. During the flood also, students
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who were sick had to be carried on the backs of adults to hospital since no other mode of
transportation could be utilized (TES1).
A teacher in-charge at another school conveyed his experiences about a pack of dogs
that had attacked his son who was four years age at that time. There was no public transport
available to take his son to the nearest hospital which was around 35 kilometres away from
where they lived (TWS1). Fortunately, he eventually got help from some of the members of
his small community and was finally able to take his son to the hospital late at night. The
significance of this episode and its seriousness is appreciated on realising the extent to which
rabies is prevalent in Bhutan.
The various problems noted already that are caused by nature create other challenges
at remote schools, even though communication facilities seem to have improved greatly in
recent years. Mobile phones and internet facilities in particular are now used by many in the
schools. Nevertheless, some places still have no mobile network coverage and so such
technology cannot be harnessed in teaching. Frequent power outages also hamper the work of
teachers and students there when it comes to trying to use whatever ICT is available (TWS2).
7.2.3 Lack of employment due to harsh conditions
The majority of the parents in the schools visited are illiterate. They make a living for
themselves and their families through farming the land and raising cattle. In harsh weather, as
indicated already, some have to migrate to places with more favourable weather, taking their
cattle along with them and also looking for other employment opportunities. Children are often
left behind either on their own or with grandparents during the school year. This means that
most of the time there is no one to guide and teach the children at home. Here also they often
do a lot of their own cooking, washing and studying. On this matter, a concerned principal
stated: “Parents leave for pasture lands and have to walk for three days. During the school
session in June, July and August, they do stay with their kids and perform various rituals with
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them. But then from April, May, September, October and November the children have to live
on their own” (PES2).
Due to the unique culture and way of life of the semi-nomadic local people in these
areas whose livelihoods depend on herding yaks and sheep, the tourist industry has for some
time been considered as an area that might provide them with alternative means of livelihood.
The background to this is that their livestock has been viewed as a threat to their crops and to
the environment. Opening up the place to tourism has been seen as having the potential to
address the situation by reducing the people’s economic dependence on livestock. In this
regard, sustainable livelihood issues were investigated by Suntikul and Dorji (2016). They
revealed that initiatives were not yielding desired results. That was because, despite land-use
conflicts and limited grazing land, people still preferred buying more yaks with any income
they earned to tourism.
Poverty, the drudgery of rural life, and the perception of better economic prospects in
urban areas, have led to increased migration from the countryside. A Poverty Analysis Report
(PAR) (National Statistical Bureau, 2007) published in 2007 pointed out that the incidences of
poverty were less than 2 per cent in an urban area compared to 23.2 per cent in a rural area.
The Rapid Impact Assessment of Rural Development (Planning Commission, 2007), also
indicated that accessibility to services that could support income generation was only 16 per
cent in the rural areas.
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7.3 Teaching Challenges
My name is Karma. I have been working in this school for the last 12 years as a class teacher,
agriculture focal person, in charge of stationery, house master and officiating principal. We
have three regular teachers along with the current principal and five regular contract teachers
who were recruited by the government for two years work. At present, we have 150 students.
Our school is a day school from pre-primary to grade six. We are able to serve breakfast and
lunch to our students because of assistance we get through the World Food Programme.
It is very difficult to shoulder both teaching responsibilities and administrative
responsibilities at the same time. Often times, I miss classes as I have to attend to
administrative matters. It is the students that suffer at the end. Even when we fall sick, we
cannot take leave since our classes would be unattended and we need to have completed the
prescribed curriculum by the end of the year. There are never relief teachers available.
Sometimes, there are not enough subject teachers and we have to teach subjects in which we
are not competent. That could also hamper children’s learning since teachers are not subject
experts.
Often our students’ parents cannot help them with their studies at home since they
are usually illiterate themselves. Moreover, they do not stay long with their children as they
have to move around to graze their cattle and look for better employment opportunities in
other places. Children are left alone with their grandparents and sometimes on their own.
They have to cook and do their own laundry. That leaves them with little time to study.
Students who live near to the school often come to seek help from us.

Teachers in the schools studied face a lot of challenges like those noted above when teaching
due to having a heavy workload, a shortage of teachers, a lack of teaching resources, and
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illiterate parents who are absent much of the time from their children’s lives. Each of these
challenges is now discussed further below.
7.3.1 Shortage of teachers
In all of the six schools visited, there was a teacher shortage even though the government and
the Ministry of Education claim to have sufficient teachers to fill all vacancies in the country.
Records on the student-teacher ratio, however, also indicate that remote schools face teacher
shortages and have difficulty in retaining teachers (School policy document CS1). It was
observed during visits that the majority of the teachers in the schools were relatively new
teacher graduates with little or no experiences in teaching. Only a few of them, and of the
principals also, had opted for a remote school placement. The attraction for those was that the
schools in question were near to their hometowns. They also indicated that peers are unlikely
to want to go there as later on it is often difficult to get transferred from a remote place to an
urban place once one has been placed. This, to some extent is because there is always an excess
of teachers in the urban areas.
Consequently, teachers in remote schools, it was added, frequently feel discouraged. In
addition, they said they feel neglected. Further, they point out that even though, the Royal Civil
Service manual states that civil servants in remote areas should get first preference for training
opportunities both inside and outside the country, the reality is different.
7.3.2 Heavy workload
Those interviewed stated that due to teacher shortages in their schools, they and the principals
have very heavy workloads compared to teachers in urban areas. Each principal has one
administrative assistant each to help him or her with the school’s administrative requirements.
However, they argue that they still feel the pressure of work as they try to manage both their
administrative and their teaching tasks. This is because they teach a minimum of 10 to 15
periods a week, depending on the number of teachers they have and their availability. Both
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principals and teachers also argued that there are rarely substitute teachers available to replace
them even in times of emergencies.
All of the principals and teachers interviewed stated that teachers should be deployed
to schools according to subject teacher requirements and not according to the existing Ministry
of Education’s practice of sending teachers to a school simply to ensure the correct teacherstudent ratio is maintained. As mentioned by one of the principals:
We need more teachers. By statistics, there is no shortage of teachers, one to 17 is the
present teacher-student ratio in our school. By sections, it is one teacher to one section.
It is 18 hours of teaching as per Ministry of Education’s mandate, but we teach a
minimum of 25 hours per week. The Ministry of Education needs to focus on sending
more teachers to remote primary schools. We have 27 subjects in total, only seven
teachers, which means four subjects per teacher when divided among all the teachers.
It’s too much! from grade PP to grade six. (PCS1)
He further added:
The workload issue is everywhere. Each one of us have to teach 25 hours per week,
four different subjects. We don’t get teachers from the Ministry of Education because
of the student-teacher ratio as worked out by the Ministry of Education.
Another principal echoed similar concerns:
If we go by class-wise, there are enough teachers but if we go by subject-wise, it is not
enough. 33 periods per week, which means it is heavy for teachers. It is double the 18
periods as mandated by the Ministry of Education. Subject-wise, teachers are not
enough. All teachers teach four subjects, two teachers have five subjects to teach.
(PCS2)
As in the above two schools mentioned, those in the other four schools visited related similar
experiences regarding the number of teachers and their workload. They also faced difficulty in
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retaining their teachers. Many principals, they held, stay for a period of one to four years (as
shown in Table 7.2 below) and then apply for a transfer to a less remote area. The reasons given
for transferring generally are either on marital grounds or because of poor health. As discussed
earlier, there are no proper medical treatment facilities in the remote areas, so it is difficult for
people with a poor medical condition to work there. One principal sincerely advised that “If
your health is not good then you cannot serve in remote places. We need healthy people here”
(PCS1).
The table below outlines a list of former principals detailed in one of the school’s policy
documents. It shows the number of years served by each principal in that particular school from
1988 to 2018.
Table 7.2: The numbers of years served by each principal in CS1 from 1988 to 2018.
Principal 1
Principal 2
Principal 3
Principal 4
Principal 5
Principal 6
Principal 7
Principal 8

Two years
One year
One year
Three years
Eight years
Five years
Six years
2015- till date

This information shows that eight principals have worked in that school over 30 years (1988 to
2018). They served between a minimum of one year to a maximum of eight years each. The
duration of years served in the school increased as the years went by. That may be because of
improved infrastructure and incentives as the country has developed.
The number of teachers in the particular school in question also increased over time,
starting with three teachers in 2003 and rising to seven teachers in 2017. Table 7.3 shows the
number of students and teachers between the years 2003 to 2017.
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Table 7.3: Students’ and teachers’ numbers from the year the data was made available
(from CS1 school policy document).
Year
2003
2004
2005
2006
2007
2008
2009
2010
2011
2012
2013
2014
2015
2016
2017

Boys
117
128
132
122
120
112
87
81
82
82
79
68
66
64
64

Girls
93
120
118
128
118
112
107
102
84
84
77
79
73
68
71

Total
210
248
250
250
238
224
194
183
166
166
156
147
140
132
135

Teachers
03
04
03
03
05
06
06
07
07
07
08
07
07
08
07

From the table it is clear that while the number of students decreased over the years, the number
of teachers increased. Nevertheless, even with a smaller number of children in these schools,
teacher shortage is still a major concern for leaders.
7.3.3 Parents
Parents play an important role in the education of their children. However, the children in the
schools studied lack parental guidance. That is because their parents are illiterate and away
from home for most of the year. Parents move to warmer places for farming and to rear their
cattle since their livelihood depends on these activities. As a result, children, as indicated
already, either live on their own or under the care of their grandparents for at least five months
in a year. Most of the year, children also carry out many household chores and have limited
time for study as a result.
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7.4 Administrative Challenges
My name is Jigme. I came to work in Metho primary school in 2016. We have eight teachers
and 178 students from pre-primary to grade six. Our school is a day school and is helped by
the World Food Programme. We serve breakfast and lunch to our students. It is 67 kilometres
away from the nearest district. Which also means that we have to drive 67 kilometres to do
our shopping and to get medical treatment.
I have worked as a school principal for 21 years of my career. Without any training I
was appointed as a principal because I was good in teaching. I had a difficult time in the
beginning and wished I had some kind of leadership training so that I could do my job
properly. It was difficult to convince colleagues to work as a team. I had no idea regarding
what reports to send to the Ministry of Education. Luckily, I had one senior teacher who
could advise me on what to do. I had difficulty assigning work to teachers and ended up
doing all the work myself. Only after few years in the job was I able to delegate
responsibilities to my teachers.
As a small primary school, there is not enough money to carry out the school activities
since we collect minimal fees and we have a small number of students. So, I have to literally
beg from visitors and the district office for funds. Parents do contribute labour, vegetables
and firewood but that’s not enough. Moreover, every year we have to replace the fencing
around our school to keep the cattle out of the campus. Even the water taps have to be
replaced every year because it breaks due to ice.
If you look around, you will see that we do not have conducive classrooms. The window
glasses are broken and cold wind blows in through the cracks. There is no heater for our
students to keep them warm in their classrooms. They have to wear warm clothes to keep
themselves warm from the freezing temperature outside. Of course, we teachers do have
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some heaters in our staffroom but it is of no use when there is no power. The power goes off
much of the time due to rain and landslides.
At least after 30 years of trying we managed to get a football ground for our students to
play. During monsoon though the children cannot use it. We conduct our assembly in this
ground every morning in the cold weather. Children say their morning prayers and sing the
national anthem. Then they move into their classrooms to start their day.

The principals and teachers in the six schools visited during the study reported here faced
administrative challenges like those detailed above. These are discussed further below.
7.4.1 Lack of leadership training
All of the principals interviewed in the study had received no leadership training prior to taking
over their principalship positions. The little leadership experience they had was either due to
their own personal experience or to being mentored in their schools. Only after a few years of
being principal were, they given an opportunity to study for a masters’ degree in education
leadership.
The majority of the principals acquired leadership skills through trial and error as they
went about managing the day-to-day functions of their respective schools. One of the principals
expressed as follows his initial experiences as a principal:
I was nervous on the first day. I didn’t know how to go about as a principal in the middle
of a year. If I tell them (teachers) they might say I am acting as a boss. If I don’t tell
them they will be complacent and take advantage. I had mixed feelings whether to tell
them or not. After two or three days, I saw the atmosphere in the school. Some they
were normal, some were friendly, some who were not known to me saw me as boss. I
had a tough time without any training. Then I used to discuss with other principals. I
did not have any knowledge (about leadership). I had to ask my teachers. I did not have
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any idea what reports to send and when. I had one or two experienced teachers who
helped me. I pushed through that one year. I gained a little experience at a time and
became a (self) taught leader. No leadership training, no orientation. In 2013, I started
my Masters in Education (M.Ed) and completed in 2015. This was my basic training
ground, where I learned about leadership. My leadership was changed through various
process, through friends’ feelings, through authority. My leadership has changed from
authoritative to shared leadership. If I had completed an M.Ed before becoming a
principal, I could have done my best and would not have undergone such hardships.
(PCS2)
He further suggested that “it must be a mandate to give leadership training. Otherwise there is
every chance of going astray.” However, on a positive note he added: “nowadays the leadership
styles are modelled by the principals based on scenarios they have witnessed. New principals
do not face problems like earlier ones. They do well.” Another principal confirmed this when
he described his experiences as a new principal in his school: “I was not prepared. I attended
the interview. There was one-week leadership training on how to run the school which was not
enough. It is not very tough now though being a principal since I learned the roles and
responsibilities of a school principal in various places” (PCS1). While he did not elaborate, he
seemed to be confident in his role as a principal. Perhaps some leadership training he received
before assuming his position helped him to prepare for his position.
Both principals mentioned described how leadership styles in schools in Bhutan have
changed over the years, from authoritative styles to shared styles. One of them described as
follows how he sees leadership growth:
Gradual learning about leadership. At the beginning there is pride. In the process, we
learn about others’ feelings. After understanding, we have to get into their shoes. At the
beginning, I didn’t get along with my colleagues since I did not know how to handle
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them. At present, I do not face any problems since responsibilities are shared among
colleagues. Staff are not happy when you act as a boss. Through this leadership I feel
light. Management is done by stakeholders. Everyone does their own work and I just
have to monitor. It has been seven years and shared leadership has been promising and
progressive. I do not take any credits. All the credit is due to my staff’s hard work.
They are appreciated through certificates. The primary school does not have a sufficient
budget. Even then, I spend a small budget to motivate them. Teachers sit in this room
whenever they are free and gather every morning to discuss anything important. You
are just a communicator or guide. Leadership is taken away from me. In the olden days,
I used to feel the power. This type of leadership doesn’t make the staff happy and work
is not done, and you have to do all the work. (PCS2)
A similar view was expressed by another principal: “Initially leadership was focused on school
management. A few years back I shifted to instructional leadership. I became involved in
coaching teachers and research at school level. I shifted more towards academic learning”
(PCS1).
Such views conveyed by the principals of the schools visited also give some insight on
how leadership concepts have entered their discourse over the years. Distributed leadership
gets special mention, with principals saying that teachers seem to cooperate and work as a team
when leadership is being shared. That, they argue not only makes the school management
effective but also removes the burden from the principal of having to manage the school alone.
The focus of school management, principals also state, has shifted from concern with
general administrative matters to concern about academic ones. With administrative assistants
in each school, principals now say they focus more in particular on teaching-learning matters
than on management matters. This, they also say, often gives them and teachers opportunities
to engage in at least some professional development.
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7.4.2 Lack of Budget
The primary schools in Bhutan are not as well funded as the secondary schools. The amount
received from the government depends on the number of students in the school. Districts also
allocate school budgets based on a school’s proposal and prioritized funds among schools in
the district. Most of the time schools do not receive the amount proposed. As a result, school
leaders have to raise their own funds by organizing activities.
Since the remote schools have low numbers of students, they receive minimal financial
support. Their leaders have to put in a huge effort raising funds through holding school shows
and related activities, with approval from the district education officer. Schools are not allowed
to collect extra money directly from parents, and students cannot be asked for more than the
minimal school fees mandated by the Ministry of Education. However, some contributions in
the form of goods and labour are often provided by parents. One principal said that “parents’
contribute vegetables, labour for school fencing, poles and barks for fencing and nails. Fencing
needs to be carried out every year due to the cattle grazing in the school area. Firewood for the
school is also collected by parents” (PES2).
7.4.3 Inadequate Infrastructure
The existing infrastructure in the schools visited is old and inadequate. Classrooms in cold
places have no heating appliances to help to keep the children warm. Thus, they have to rely
on open fires. Similarly, classrooms in warm places have no air conditioning. In some schools,
principals took the initiative in looking for external support and raised funds to provide these
basic necessities for the students. Some donors have responded positively. They said that they
are going to put wooden panels for insulation in one school and they will also provide an
internal heating system in the classrooms.
The locations of classrooms and washrooms in many cases are located at inappropriate
distances from each other. This is problematic for students in cold weather and during the
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monsoon season. It is difficult, in particular, to maintain clean classrooms, since the children
bring mud to the class after visiting washrooms and during breaks after playing outside.
One principal pointed out that the classroom window glass was broken when he first
arrived at his school. With the help of the district education officer, he sought funds and
replaced it. While waiting for the job to be done, though, the cold classrooms hindered
children’s learning. There were some panel heaters in the staff room and in his office. However,
the erratic supply of power often caused blackouts for days. One of the schools, also, only got
a power supply in 2015.
Additionally, principals also point to inadequate teacher quarters in their schools and
indicate that private housing is also in short supply. Compounding the situation, housing can
be quite far from the schools. Most houses are typical village accommodation and are often
deemed not to be up to the teacher’s standard of living. One of the schools visited has not had
a football ground for the last 31 years. In most of the schools in Bhutan, the football ground
substitutes as a playground.
One principal stated that “huge funds are required to solve problems to do with our
harsh climate. Even dzongkhag (the district) is not able to help. I have literally become a
beggar. I cannot leave my students like that, they suffer.” He went on to say: “We cannot cook
in rice cookers and pot. We need special cookers. Water taps break due to ice every year. They
need replacement. There is shortage of drinking water. Only when it rains can we get water”
(PES2). The principal suggested also that “school buildings should be close to each other.
There should be attached toilets.” He added: “There should be sufficient staff quarters in the
school since private quarters are not up to their expectations. The Ministry of Education should
take special care of the six highland schools” (PES2).
Another principal added that “everything is a challenge. In a remote school setting,
everything comes with a cost. We have challenges in providing expertise, and challenges in
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obtaining resources both financial and human” (PCS1). He was optimistic about the situation
though. “We can move forward somehow or some way. We cannot stand and stare,” he said.
He further added: “Life is full of challenges everywhere urban or rural. It’s how you tackle it.
Don’t blame the remoteness. There are problems everywhere.” He went on: “I have been in the
system for 15 years. Friends tease me for working in the jungle, but they don’t know it’s a
paradise. In urban areas, there are even more problems.” Finally, he summarized his school
context, saying: “we have a fresh environment. The four elements of life, water, air, soil and
fire are available. What more do I need?” (PCS1)
The principals in the above-mentioned schools also shared about some strategies they
use to overcome their difficulties.
7.5 Strategies for Dealing with the Concerns of Primary School Leaders
7.5.1

Engaging with the community and other relevant bodies

My name is Karma. Whenever we have school functions we invite the local village leaders
and parents as guests. Not only that, when we need experts to give talk on special topics we
invite them to our school. When we want to give religious talks to students and for our school
rituals we invite the local monks to perform them. Likewise, when we have to give talks
related to health we invite the health officer in-charge in our community to do that. The
agriculture extension officer is invited if we need advice in our school agriculture program.
Since our community is small, the people here are cooperative and willing to support us.
They not only provide their subject expertise but also give support in terms of resources
available in their sector. Parents come and help us during cleaning campaigns and whenever
the school seeks their assistance. Through the community’s contribution we built a children’s
park and manage to do maintenance of our school’s water source regularly. They also
contribute voluntary labour to put fencing around the school area.
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We conduct school management board meetings twice a year. The village head is called
a Gup and he is the chairperson while the principal is the secretary. Senior teachers,
Dzongkha teachers, discipline coordinator and health personal are all members of SMB.

Some of the common strategies applied by the primary school leaders at the schools visited
involve engaging with the community and relevant bodies, drawing on life experiences and
having a positive outlook, following the Ministry of Education’s protocols, and establishing
internal school rules. They are now discussed below in turn.
Engaging in dialogue with relevant stake holders, including the school community and
parents, is effective, school leaders say, in finding solutions to small problems and dealing with
their concerns. Indeed, they state that by engaging with the community they are helped in
getting their school to function effectively, to make improvements at the school, and to
strengthen relationships between teachers and parents. On this, one school leader from a remote
eastern school reflected on his experience as follows:
This school was built in 1991. It was constructed by the community. It was a
community primary school and was later upgraded to a primary school. The community
contributed the labour. Now the government maintains it, but parents still feel it is their
school. Staff accommodation is provided in the school and the community pride is
helping to provide support staff accommodation. (TES1)
Another principal stated that he delegates tasks through various committees to empower his
colleagues (PES2). He further stated that the community helped to build footpaths, cement the
floor of the principal’s quarter, and renovate the staff quarters for four families.
Another principal made a request to the Gross National Happiness secretariat for 11
panel heaters for the school. The Ecological Society, a non-government organization, is going
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to insulate all the classrooms and provide modern heaters. Through following a similar route,
glass has now been placed in all windows (PES2).
Another principal stated that “for school maintenance, any proposal has to be made
through the School Management Board (SMB). School problems and admission of students
are also done through the SMB” (PES2). The SMB meetings are conducted three times a year,
or as and when required. The principal added that there are shared responsibilities. During
Parent Teacher Meetings (PTM), also, he said, they discuss such issues as student health,
pastoral care, and academic activities. The SMB draws up the agenda for PTM. The PTM is
also conducted three times a year and as and when required (PES2).
On some occasions, people from the community are invited to give talks and share
information with the teachers and students. One principal stated:
Every waste is a misplaced resource. We need creativity and innovation. Every
Wednesday, we have agriculture. We get help from the local agriculture officer. We
don’t have many intellectual people here in remote regions but during value week we
plan to get what we can (PCS1).
Such activity means that the principals have to be resourceful, creative, and good at
networking with the people in the community.
7.5.2

Drawing on life experiences and having a positive outlook

My name is Wangchuk. I work in Gangtey primary school. It was established in 1968. The
environment is nice and there is a small village nearby. We have seven teachers including
the principal and 115 students. Our school is a boarding school supported by the government.
The day-scholars get food at school because of assistance from the World Food Programme.
Students prefer the food here at school to what they get at their homes. This is one way of
encouraging them to come to school. I have always volunteered to work in remote schools
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and enjoy working here. This is my 15th year working as a school principal. Even though I
had no formal training for this position, I learned about the roles and responsibilities by
observing my senior teachers and principals. I have also learned through trial and error while
doing my work.
As long as you are healthy and fit, it is a blessing in disguise to work in this remote
place. We get fresh organic vegetables and fruit from the villagers and we also have kitchen
gardens of our own. The air and water here are not polluted like in the urban areas. We have
a small population and natural resources are in abundance. We have a wildlife sanctuary near
us and we can use that for teaching our students about nature. There are also a lot of beautiful
waterfalls and butterflies around us.

All of the school leaders in the study, like the one depicted above, had received no major
training on leadership and management. Rather, they have had to learn on their own through
trial and error. But some were positive in their outlook and had somehow accepted their
difficult circumstances as challenging rather than as negative. As one of them stated: It is
“human nature to feel uncomfortable first time. Work together and then get used to it” (TES1).
Another school leader added: “intrinsic motivation and energy keeps me going” (PCS2).
Another yet again stated: “there is nothing we cannot do. We can move forward somehow or
some way. As an institution and as individuals we cannot stand and stare. If there are
challenges, we have to move forward” (PCS1).
One of the school leaders went so far as to say he felt he was blessed to work in a remote
area because of its natural surroundings and resources. However, many said they regretted they
had gained leadership experience only on the job without any training. They faced difficulties
as they performed their day to day work, they said, and had to learn on their own. One principal
commented at length on the situation as follows:
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I have worked 10 years as a teacher. I directly became a principal without any training.
I was young and energetic that time. I had a good relationship with the principal and
higher authorities. I also shared my initiatives at work with the teachers. They found
my hard work and initiatives evident and nominated me for the post.
Before 2008, all the developmental works were prepared by principals and then handed
down to teachers whether they liked it or not. If the person liked, the work was done
well. But at present, the proposal comes from teachers. It is presented and if it is found
good for the students then it is accepted. If there is no transparency, people feel that
there is no fairness. Approval of the proposal is done as a team. Working together is
best for the system.
If you work harder, it builds trust and motivates colleagues to work together as a team.
This has great influence on creativity and innovation. If we give responsibility to the
teachers along with authority, they own the work and have pride in doing the work. For
example, they build a canopy on their own in school. They came up with their own
ideas how to build the canopy. It has benefitted the children. The change in leadership
brings motivation. Earlier credit was taken by principals. Now it does not work. The
credit is given to the teachers and they feel motivated. It creates a lot of influences
psychologically and emotionally.
Such kind of leadership is practiced in the classrooms too. They vote for their class
captains. The credit is given to the children for their group activities. During school
monitoring, children get a different feeling like why the principal is coming to their
class? Is the teacher teaching out of syllabus? My style of leadership is seen in the
classrooms.
I have realized a few years ago when some teachers were unwilling to do their work. I
just sat and observed what they were doing. When I reflect back, I found myself going

200

after them and scolding them for the quality of their work. Which I now feel that I
should not have done. My teachers rarely came near me. I found myself sitting alone.
Firstly, I found myself isolated with lots of work to be attended. All planning had to be
done by me and I had no time. Then one day, I thought why not give them the work.
So, I called my teachers and told them “From today onwards I will not plan. As per
your interest you plan and bring it to me.” They did a great job. We discussed their
plans. I found a great change in my teachers. Before that I found a different facial
expression on them. They felt empowered and shared openly about their ideas. Now I
never take any decisions of my own. These feelings made me change my leadership
style. It is the biggest change in my career. Now I realize that a good manager has no
work.
Most of the principals have done their masters and have come across different
leadership styles. I think they are still practising. I have been practising without my
knowledge. Only the terms used were not known. We came to know that we have been
practising through our master’s course. Now we can term it as a shared leadership and
share with our teachers. There are different types of teachers. (PCS2)
The above-mentioned principal had joined the teaching service in 1994. He had worked as a
teacher for 10 years and as a principal for 15 years. He had worked in five different schools.
He had not worked in urban areas at all. He had to walk for seven days through a forest to reach
his first school. He had volunteered to work there. Later he moved further to another school
which required walking for 10 days to get there.
Later in 2015, the same principal had joined his present school. It was established in
1968 with one teacher and six students. Now it is a full-fledged primary school with an
enrolment of students from pre-primary to grade six, and with boarding facilities provided with
assistance from the World Food Program (WFP). In 2003, the school was nominated as a
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resource-centre for schools in the region. It was then supplied with a computer, a photocopy
machine, a laminating machine, a generator and good furniture (CS2 school policy document,
2017). At the time of the school visit by the present researcher, there were a total of 115
students.
Many of the school leaders said that they learned through their experiences from life
and at work. Some added that they found that helpful, but also expressed a desire that others
should have management preparation before they start working as principals. In this regard,
two of them commented as follows:
If I had studied for an M.Ed before becoming principal, I could have been a better
principal (PCS2). I worked for 21 years as a school leader. There was no formal training
initially. After that I had four-and-half years of mentoring under a principal. After 10
years as a school leader, I gained a diploma in leadership. Mostly though I have worked
on a trial and error basis and through gaining experience. (PES2)
The two school principals mentioned were also the most senior among the school leaders
interviewed. Pema had 15 years of leadership experience and Sonam had 21 years of experience
in school leadership. However, both had obtained no initial training in leadership before
becoming school principals. Only after 10 years of working as a principal did Sonam study for
a diploma in leadership and then that was undertaken outside of Bhutan. Pema became a school
principal in 2002 and did not study for his Master’s in Education in Leadership and
Management until 2013. He did that within Bhutan.
One of the principals confided during the interview how and why he and colleagues
had agitated for training on leadership to be made available within the country:
Principals requested training during a dzongkhag (district) conference. There was no
training available in the country, only abroad. Leaders did not have any training or
skills. Teachers were directly appointed as school leaders. In 1980s, national principals
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were appointed. Capable teachers were put into leadership roles. Very little advice was
provided during dzongkhag conferences on how to conduct staff meetings, how to
document matters, and other things like that. (PES2)
Others like Galey, though, who had worked as a school principal for eight years, said he felt
confident in his role even though he had received no formal training. He had joined his
school in 2015. Like the others he commented as follows in the interview:
I was not prepared at all. I attended the interview for the principal post. Then there was
one-week of leadership training on how to run the school. This was not enough. But it
was not very tough to be a principal since I know the roles and responsibilities. (PCS1)
Some like him indicated that even a week-long training session has more benefit than not
having any preparation at all.
7.5.3

Following the Ministry of Education’s protocols

My name is Namgyal. The Ministry of Education publishes Education Policy Guidelines and
Instructions (EPGI) to provide a single point of reference on all education policies, guidelines
and circulars. The EPGI ensures that there is no gap between policy and implementation. The
Ministry provides policy guidelines and instructions related to the operation and management
of schools, curriculum and assessment, and education programmes. While EPGI is intended
primarily for use by districts and schools, it is also of interest to other educational professionals,
development partners and the general public.
We follow the guidelines provided by the Ministry of Education to schools for admission
of students, continuous assessment and internal school examinations, deployment and transfer
of teachers, and many more. These guidelines also provide us with a framework to create our
own school policies. Our school’s vision and mission are aligned with the Ministry’s vision to
produce educated and enlightened society of Gross National Happiness.
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As indicated above, it is mandatory to follow the policies and procedures outlined by the
Ministry of Education of Bhutan. However, school leaders also say they can bend policies to
suit their contexts. They can also contact the district education officer for advice if needed and
seek directions from personnel within the Ministry of Education when required. Since
communication facilities have improved, they can now make such contact through mobile
phones and through emails.
Leaders are guided in their positions’ roles and responsibilities by official statements
like the following:
The whole purpose of the work of a principal is to enhance the quality provision of
education through shared explicit statement of vision and mission amongst all
stakeholders in a way they understand best. Further, they would work towards
creating within their schools, a culture of continuous improvement and learning.
They have to create a rich and supportive environment for students of all abilities to
develop to their best potential, safeguarding against any hazards such as drug abuse
and accidents. (RCSC, Position description for principals, 2006)
The duties and responsibilities outlined in such position descriptions for principal by the Royal
Civil Service Commission state that 65 per cent of working time should be spent on the
management of the school and with the school programs. The principal is expected to spend 15
to 20 per cent of his or her time teaching and to demonstrate good practice in the role. Ten per
cent of his or her work is meant to be spent initiating research on management, on education
practices, and on developing relevant and efficient ways of improving performance. Principals
are also expected to record good practices of leadership and management in order to share them
with others. Some time is also meant to be spent establishing cordial and healthy relationships
with the community and encouraging parents to take responsibility for the education of their
children.
204

One principal articulated as follows his view on the importance of achieving his
school’s mission and vision:
We try to fulfil the Ministry of Education’s vision and mission. The Ministry of
Education has its vision and mission. Schools should contribute to fulfil the Ministry
of Education. If your school’s vison is fulfilled, dzongkhag’s (district’s) vision and
mission is fulfilled and the Ministry of Education’s vision and mission is fulfilled.
(PCS1)
Also, like other schools in the country, the above-mentioned principal’s school uses the
‘Managing for Excellence’ (MAX) online system where everyone plans an Individual Work
Plan (IWP) and tries to achieve it. It is a performance management tool that was introduced
by the Royal Civil Service Commission in 2016 for the civil servants to replace the previous
Performance Management System (PMS). Currently, it is used to assess and manage their
performance based on which their promotions and increments in salary would be dependent.

7.5.4

Establishing internal school rules

My name is Pema. As I mentioned earlier, we have created our own school policy following
the guidelines provided by the Ministry of Education. We are guided by this policy in the
day to day functioning of our school. The school policy document states our vision, which
is to produce responsible, valued and productive citizens with academic excellence through
delivery of quality wholesome education with enriching Gross National Happiness (GNH)
values. Our mission is to promote all round development of the student by infusing GNH
values in everyday lesson and in providing quality wholesome education.
To achieve our vision and mission, we follow some strategies such as ensuring the
implementation of all the government policies and directives, making optimum utilization of
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the available resources to cater to the needs of our students, decentralized school
management and administration, implementation of efficient school level monitoring and
support service, and encouraging communities to actively participate in all the
developmental activities of the school. All of our visitors, students and teachers observe the
guidelines and procedures stated in our school policy document. We have our own policies
for admission, discipline, attendance, curriculum, examination, assessment and promotion,
school level monitoring and support services, language, reading, co-curricular, waste
management, staff development, professional development, financial management,
maintenance, agriculture, school greening, school property, homework and project work
policy. Along with this exhaustive list of policies, we have also outlined the roles and
responsibilities of the principal, teachers, students and in-charges of various departments.

To ensure smooth functioning of schools, internal school rules like those mentioned above,
were established for all schools in the nation. In this connection, one principal interviewed
stated: “School policy is updated every year to make it convenient and practical for use by all
stake holders. It works as a guide. Our school has developed the policy in line with the national
education policy. It is the main guide” (PES2). One of the major activities at each school is to
produce the School Improvement Plan (SIP). Everyone is meant to be involved in the activity
and in enacting the plan. Associated work is meant to be distributed among teachers and
students throughout the year.
To improve the language of classroom instruction and to enhance teaching and learning,
most of the schools studied have initiated a special language policy. In general, they insist that
all speak only in English or Dzongkha (national language) at school with their friends.
Accordingly, one of the principals commented:
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We do this to improve academics, since the students are poor in English and good
in Dzongkha. I taught teachers in my school how to carry out reading strategies
with their students to improve English and to also improve their speaking through
games. I also taught them how to improve spelling for students above pre-primary
level. (PES2)
Another school policy initiated by schools was banning corporal punishment for students
following a special directive from the Ministry of Education. As such, a resolution was adopted
at the 11th Annual Education Conference 2008 (Ministry of Education, 2009) to enforce a ban
on corporal punishment in schools and to provide guidance on school discipline. An associated
policy was produced in 2011 to encourage positive non-violent forms of discipline.
In earlier years a similar policy had existed. A notification from the Ministry of
Education in 1997 stated that corporal punishment should not be used. A related code of
conduct for teachers and students was drawn up in the same year and subsequent administrative
directives discouraged the use of corporal punishment in schools as it is a practice not
considered to be in harmony with promoting gross national happiness (Dorji, 2014). However,
there was resistance. Now though the situation is more positive.
One of the principals’ conveyed his experience about banning corporal punishment in
his school:
Somehow in 2009/2010 (not sure) when we had the order about the corporal
punishment taking place in the schools. Biggest turn around. After banning corporal
punishment, it took a great turn. Talk was all around on this topic. If we stop there
would be low performance, discipline issues, drugs, vandalism. Every principal was
notified to inform their teachers. (PCS2)
He further added about the effects the new policy is having on his students:
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Students come closer to ask about their needs. Able to ask questions to teachers. Before
they used to run away, now they come closer to us. During teachers’ day, students
organize the day on their own unlike in the past. You are socially counted in the society.
Parents did not like the teachers using corporal punishment. Students drop out due to
corporal punishment and miss classes. Now they enjoy coming to school rather than
staying back at home. Nowadays, parents come and ask for admission instead of
teachers going around for admission. We are proud of it. There is more attachment from
the students. (PCS2)
Some, however, indicated that corporal punishment still exists in some schools in the country,
especially in the remote regions like those in which the schools studied are located. Either the
directives from the Ministry of Education have not been clear or have not been followed by the
school leaders. In recent years, counselling services in schools have also been introduced. But
in all of the schools visited there was no school counsellors. Even though corporal punishment
has been banned, teachers lack skills in positive disciplining of children.
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7.6 Conclusion
This chapter discussed the current challenges faced by primary school leaders and the strategies
adopted by them to deal with those challenges. The first part of the chapter presented the
challenges identified according to three broad themes, namely, ‘environmental challenges’,
‘teaching challenges’, and ‘administrative challenges.’ The second part of the chapter
highlighted the strategies adopted by school leaders to deal with these problems by engaging
with the community and relevant bodies, drawing on life experiences and having a positive
outlook, following the Ministry of Education protocols, and establishing internal school rules.
It is reassuring to observe that given the limited budget and poor infrastructure in these
remote schools with school leaders who had no formal leadership training prior to taking up
their roles as school principals, the school leaders were content with what was available to
them. They managed to get necessary assistance from the districts and raise funds in the school
to support students’ learning. The small school community also enabled the teachers and
students to collaborate well.
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CHAPTER EIGHT
CONCLUSION
8.1 Introduction
Bhutan has experienced a number of major political changes since the transition of government
from absolute monarchy to constitutional democracy took place in 2008. Accompanying those
have been reforms in policies and practices in education. In particular, there have been many
changes in the areas of education administration, curriculum, and teaching and learning at the
primary school level in the country.
Since 1961 and following the introduction of the nation’s first five-year development
plan, the government of Bhutan, with support from donors and international communities, has
introduced many education initiatives aimed at the improvement of the primary school
education system. Those have been in line with associated education policies and prescribed
strategies. The latter have focused mainly on promoting access to education, enhancing its
quality, and promoting institutional development and capacity building for decentralisation.
At the same time, very little research has been conducted on school leadership and
management at the primary school level in Bhutan, and specifically in relation to its remote
rural regions. In particular, hardly any research has been undertaken to examine the issues that
primary school leaders confront in such contexts and the strategies that they use to deal with
them. This deficit is in line with international trends; while extensive research projects have
been conducted on leadership in education over the last three decades, much of the work has
focused largely on relatively stable countries economically and politically (Bush, 2014; Glatter,
2020; Nawab, 2011; Oplatka, 2004; Woods et al., 2020). By contrast, there are relatively few
studies that have focused on extraordinarily challenging circumstances (Bush, 2008; Harris,
2002) and, especially, at the individual school level in remote rural settings (Clarke &
O’Donoghue, 2013a; Clarke & O’Donoghue, 2020; Ribeiro et al., 2020). As a result, there is a
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very poor knowledge base to draw upon to promote the generation of an understanding of the
context and the nature of school leadership in remote rural contexts.
The study reported in this thesis was undertaken to address the latter matter. This final
chapter now opens with an overview of the research conducted. It goes on to present a summary
of the results relating to each of the three central research questions investigated. The matter of
the possible transferability of the study’s results to contexts other than Bhutan is then
considered. Finally, attention is given to the implications of the study for policy development
and practice, and for future research.
8.2 Overview of the Study Reported in this Thesis
The study reported in this thesis aimed to generate understandings on leadership at the primary
school level in remote rural contexts in Bhutan. It had three main aims. The first aim was to
generate an understanding of the historical background to primary school leadership in Bhutan
from 1961 until 2008. The second aim was to generate an understanding of the developments
that have recently taken place in relation to primary school leadership after the introduction of
democracy in the country from 2008 to the present. The third aim was to generate an
understanding of the issues that are of current concern to primary school leaders and of the
strategies adopted by them to deal with those issues.
Chapter Five addressed the first aim of the study, namely, to generate an understanding
of the historical background to primary school leadership in Bhutan from 1961 to 2008. Chapter
Six addressed the second aim of the study, namely, to generate an understanding of the recent
developments that have recently taken place in relation to primary school leadership in remote
schools from 2008 to present. Chapter Seven provided an understanding of challenges that are
of current concern to primary school leaders attributable to being in remote schools in Bhutan
and the strategies they adopt to deal with those challenges. An overview of each of these
chapters as it relates to each of the principal research aims is now provided.
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8.2.1 The First Research Aim
The first research aim, namely, to generate an understanding of the historical background to
primary school leadership in Bhutan from 1961 to 2008, was addressed in Chapter Five. The
rationale behind the pursuit of that aim was premised on the assumption that the past regularly
has an impact on the present in various ways, including by means of influencing people’s
actions. As such, it was recognised that it is not possible to broadly comprehend current school
leadership in Bhutan without a clear knowledge of how it has evolved over time. Therefore,
developments related to primary school education in general, and primary school leadership in
particular, were examined with particular reference to the situation regarding remote schools.
These developments maybe categorised as follows: school management, the school structure,
and decentralization.
School Management
The management of the primary school itself in Bhutan underwent change in three phases. The
first phase lasted from 1961 till 1986, during which expatriate teachers from India managed the
schools as principals. They arrived first in 1962. They were better qualified compared to
Bhutanese teachers at that time and were considered to be better at managing schools. In most
cases though, their administrative skills were based on their experiences in their home country
only. Most also did not have professional training.
In the middle of the 1980s, it was felt that young Bhutanese teachers could be appointed
as principals of primary and junior schools while their Indian counterparts would still be
available to provide advice. A move in that direction resulted in classroom teachers deemed to
be appropriately accomplished becoming principals. Some university graduates were also
recruited directly after graduation as either principals or assistant principals of high schools.
However, apart from engaging in some reading about school administration during pre-service
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training, they were not trained in management. Various observers considered they did their
best, though, despite the many challenges they faced.
The Department of Education eventually introduced some ad hoc in-service courses for
principals. That meant that they could attend a program offering a three-week rigorous
introduction to school management and leadership. From 2003 onwards, that initiative was
formalized in two different ways. One was the introduction of a part time Master of Education
course and the other was a part time diploma course in school management and leadership. The
latter was a collaborative venture with the Saint Francis Xavier University of Canada. Many
senior teachers also completed the master’s degree in education from such universities as the
University of New Brunswick in Canada, the University of New England in Australia, and the
University of London.
In order to enhance the management skills of practicing principals who held
qualifications lower than a B.Ed degree, a three-year part time diploma course was offered to
them from 2004. A mentorship program was also started at the same time. That required some
selected principals of schools to mentor their assistant principals in specific tasks. The
expectation was that this would prepare the assistants as successors to head the school in the
event that the current principal was transferred to another place.
The School Structure
The education system developed under the continuous sponsorship of the Royal Government
of Bhutan. A negative feature of schooling in the country was that it allowed students to move
from one school to another every two years or so, after passing a public examination. If students
are to develop a rapport with their teachers and have a sense of attachment to their place of
learning, they may need to spend at least six years in one school. Frequent movement from one
school to another may be seen as counter to the philosophy of providing good education. At
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the same time, the situation that existed is understandable given the nomadic nature of much
of the society.
Until the early 1980s too, one could drop out of school after completing primary school
and still gain employment or enrol in a training program. For instance, a student with a grade
eight certificate could enrol for a two-year Primary Teacher Certificate (PTC) course in 1975.
By 1985, however, only those with a Grade 10 certificate were accepted, while in 2001, the
authorities began to phase out the course.
It appears that during the first 15 years since 1961, the Department of Education was
concerned mainly with providing books and stationery and with deploying teachers to teach
basic numeracy and literacy in Dzongkha and English. No attempt was made to articulate a
sophisticated philosophy of education. Furthermore, it was not until 1976 that the Department
made a first attempt to come up with some down-to-earth policy guidelines for school
education.
Decentralization
All education facilities in Bhutan were centrally managed until 1981 when a political move
from the Monarch emphasized the need for participation by the people in the process of
planning activities for the development of the nation. That move led to the Department of
Education encouraging teachers to participate in policy decision making related to curriculum
and school management. From 1990 onwards, principals from all schools also began to attend
meetings every alternative year to discuss their problems and offer proposals to the
Department. The constitution of subject committees for curriculum development in 1993 also
led to a new participation by teachers in areas of their work that extended beyond just teaching.
A district education office was soon created in each of the 20 districts in Bhutan to
facilitate the policy of decentralization in matters of education. Primary schools were allocated
to the offices for the oversight of local management. Along with the historical pattern whereby
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the supply of learning materials, curriculum development and appointment of teachers and
principals were the responsibility of the authorities in the districts, planning and management
of schools was now added. By the time of the commencement of the Ninth Five Year Plan in
2002, the decentralization policy embraced another bold attempt at empowering block
development committees. A block is a community of several villages. Authorities within each
block were given the responsibility of running primary and lower secondary schools in their
respective areas.
8.2.2 The Second Research Aim
The second research aim of the study namely, to generate an understanding of the recent
developments in relation to primary school leadership in Bhutan from 2008 to the present, with
particular reference to remote schools, was addressed in Chapter Six. The rationale behind the
pursuit of that aim arose out of a recognition that it is important to gain an understanding of the
Bhutanese government’s recent initiatives and its efforts to develop education in the nation in
order to better understand current primary school leadership policy practice. In that regard, the
recent developments that have taken place in relation to both primary school education in
general and leadership at this level of schooling in the remote context, were investigated.
The landscape of primary school education development over the period not only
reflected the social and political interests of the nation, but also aligned with an international
development agenda of promoting the Millennium Development Goals (MDG), SAARC
Development Goals, and Education for All. That agenda sought to promote universal primary
school education. A number of associated education initiatives were introduced to facilitate the
realisation of that aim. Those included the formulation and implementation of such laws and
policy frameworks that guided the development of primary school education as the Education
Policy Guidelines and Instructions, Education Management Information Systems, Educating
for Gross National Happiness (MoE, 2009), National Education Policy 2018 (MoE, 2018b),
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The Bhutan Education Blueprint 2014-2024 (MoE, 2014a), Inclusive Education Policy (MoE,
2017). Changes were also introduced to the governance and administrative structures of the
education system to respond to reforms in education developments locally and internationally.
The various efforts undertaken resulted in impressive progress in expanding the provision
of primary school education to reach a wide population throughout Bhutan. Enrolment rates at
this level of schooling increased rapidly, with many districts achieving over 91.2 per cent of
net enrolment in 2019 (MoE, Annual Education Statistics, 2019). Impressive progress was also
achieved in narrowing gender disparity in primary school education and in reducing the dropout
rate at this level (MoE, Annual Education Statistics, 2019). In addition, the quality of primary
school education was enhanced through primary school teachers obtaining improved academic
qualifications and through the introduction of a reformed primary school curriculum.
Nevertheless, multiple challenges remain that need to be tackled. These relate to such matters
as out-of-school children, low student learning achievement, inadequate education
infrastructure and facilities, and large classes.
Significant efforts were also made to promote development in primary school leadership.
One such effort was premised on promoting a decentralised school administration in relation
to school operational budgets, to a school cluster approach, and to school-based management.
That facilitated the transfer of some autonomy for decision making from the central office of
education to lower-level offices of education on school operation matters. In particular, it
promoted accountability in the utilisation of financial resources and enabled local education
stakeholders to become involved in various areas of school management. Overall, the approach
can be seen to have been a reflection of the commitment of the government, of donors, and of
development partners to promoting the key education policies related to improving access to
education, enhancing the quality of education, and strengthening the institutional and
individual capacity of the education system at all levels.
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Another effort aimed at promoting development in leadership at the primary school level
in remote schools related to improving professional development and support for school
leaders. That involved implementing various school leadership and management projects
aimed at developing the capacity of school-level stakeholders, and especially school principals,
to enhance education outcomes. Those projects included the introduction of a mandatory
management training program for school principals operating at different levels. Related
projects had a significant impact on education leadership, with school leadership, in particular,
being part of the government’s strategy to promote school effectiveness and improvement.
8.2.3 The Third Research Aim
Chapter Seven presented results related to the third aim of the study, namely, to generate an
understanding of the current issues primary school leaders in remote schools’ face and the
strategies they adopt to deal with them. This chapter considered three broad issues arising from
the schools studied being in remote districts. Those issues relate to environmental challenges,
administrative challenges, and teaching challenges. The chapter also outlined various strategies
school leaders adopted to deal with the issues.
Adapting the work of Winter (1982), the various issues identified by primary school
leaders in relation to the third research aim, and considered Chapter Seven can now be
classified according to three levels, with each level relating to the perceived degree of impact
that each issue within it have on the school leaders in their work. These three levels can be
labelled ‘inconveniences’, ‘impediments’, and ‘impending threats.’ ‘Inconveniences’ refer to
issues that are perceived to be a nuisance, but do not seem to generate great concern.
‘Impediments’ are issues that, it is held, can be tolerated for a while, but need to be sorted out
eventually. ‘Impending threats’ are issues that, it is held, if not addressed quickly, have the
potential to seriously threaten the delivery of the education services. Each level will be now
considered in turn.
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Inconveniences
The first level, inconveniences, refers to issues that the primary school leaders identified
as being a nuisance, but that have little immediate impact on their work. They can be grouped
into those relating to administration, to teaching and learning, and to curriculum.
Regarding inconveniences relating to administration, participants drew attention to
community involvement, severe climate, lack of transportation and communication and lack of
employment opportunities for parents. Specifically, regarding community involvement, while
acknowledging that community members have become more involved in school management
than previously, participants argued that that involvement remains somewhat limited.
Community members, they argued, continue to rely upon school principals and teachers to
decide on matters relating to school budgets, to formulating school development plans, and to
teaching and learning. They also stated that severe climate and lack of employment
opportunities for parents can constrain students trying to gain access to school and to remain
in attendance. This situation, they argued, is compounded by the fact that many school
principals suffer a great deal from a lack of availability of proper transport and communication
in the country. Furthermore, the associated experiences can continue to have an impact that can
limit the ability of school principals to perform their work effectively and to promote a
democratic working environment.
School principals also highlighted a variety of inconveniences related to teaching and
learning. Those involve the heavy workload of teachers and lack of parental involvement in
schooling. The former is due to some extent to teacher shortage in the sorts of schools in
question. The teachers and principals there thus have heavy workloads compared to teachers
in urban areas. Each principal is given one administrative assistant to help with the school’s
administration. However, each argues that that assistance is not sufficient as they themselves
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usually teach a minimum of 10 to 15 periods a week. Pressure on them and teachers is amplified
due to no substitute teachers being available to replace them even in times of emergencies.
Another perceived inconvenience relating to teaching and learning is that of a lack of
parental influence on the learning of the children. Participants recognise that some parents
through participating in various school activities that have a positive influence on the learning
of their children have changed in the way in which they perceive education. In this connection,
three major types of parental involvement in education were identified. These are parental
resourcing, parental school-based involvement and parental home-based involvement. At the
same time, however, participants express a concern that the involvement of parents in school
remains rather limited overall. Many parents, it is argued, still pay little attention to the
education of their children, make only a limited resource contribution to help their children to
learn, and participate in very few school activities.
Children in remote schools often lack parental guidance because of illiteracy on their
part and being away from home for much of the year. The latter situation is due to many parents
moving to warmer places for farming and rearing their cattle for long periods since their
livelihood depends on doing so. As a result, children either live on their own or under the care
of their grandparents for at least five months in a year. Most of that time, children also carry
out household chores and have limited time for study.
School principals also identified perceived inconveniences associated with the
curriculum. One of those relates to the academic session being short due to the severity of the
climate. The issue is that the schools in the remote regions start the school year late and close
early because of harsh weather conditions. While they open late in April, those in other parts
of the country start in early February. As a result, the teachers and students face great challenges
in trying to cover the prescribed curriculum in the available time period. That is because they
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have to try to cover the same amount of curriculum content as that prescribed for teaching in
the rest of the schools in the country.
The short academic sessions have created two particular inconveniences for school-level
leaders. First, the limited knowledge and understanding on the part of teachers of the prescribed
curriculum and the shortage of resources available to support the implementation of the
curriculum at the less disadvantaged schools are greatly amplified in their settings. Another
perceived inconvenience is curriculum overload. On this, school principals reveal that an
imbalance between the number of subjects prescribed in the school curriculum and the amount
of time allocated to them in their schools is undermining the effectiveness of curriculum
implementation.
Impediments
‘Impediments’ as has already been stated, denotes issues that have a perceived impact on
the ability of primary school leaders to perform their work in the best possible, or most efficient
manner. Issues in that regard can be grouped into those relating to administration and those
relating to teaching and learning.
School principals reported multiple impediments to effective school administration. The
first perceived impediment is poor working conditions. Primary school principals in the
challenging circumstances studied, say they suffer a great deal because of the lack of
appropriate offices and office space. The situation is particularly true in relation to schools in
rural and remote communities where circumstances are compounded by a lack of heating
facilities in classrooms. Some principals, in fact, state that they, their teachers and students
often have difficulty in getting access to their schools because of poor road conditions,
landslides, and floods during the rainy season. They also declare that in many situations there
is a lack of proper housing facilities for teachers and themselves.
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Regarding impediments relating to teaching and learning, school principals drew
attention to the limited professional development and support available for teachers. Although
more teachers are now pedagogically trained before they start their job, many still lack
opportunities for engaging in ongoing professional development. Certainly, some professional
support is available but its focus tends to be on introducing them to broad education changes
and with familiarising them with what those changes entail. Little systematic professional
support is available to promote the teaching capacity of teachers.
Impending threats
‘Impending threats’ relate to issues that school principals consider may have a significant
negative impact on their ability to carry out their work effectively in the future. They can be
grouped into those relating to administration and those relating to teaching and learning.
School principals identified two impending threats in relation to administration. The first
is the lack of professional preparation and development for themselves and their teachers.
While significant efforts have been made to promote access to education, to enhance the quality
of education, and to promote decentralisation, little attention has been given to promoting the
effectiveness of school leadership and management. School principals are not required to attend
any formal pre-service leadership and management training before they become school
principals. Often, they are appointed on the basis of having a successful teaching record,
numbers of years of experience, and the influence of social networks to which they belong,
rather than on their leadership potential and qualifications.
School principals also often lack opportunities for engaging in continuing professional
development following their appointment. It is true that some support is available for a minority
of them, but even then, the focus is usually only on administrative matters to do with
communicating with the central office of education and with general change in education. This
situation, it is held, potentially undermines effective school leadership and management.
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Another perceived impending threat relates to financial constraints. Schools rely mainly
on funding support from the government. The primary schools receive less per student for
operating than secondary schools in the country. Furthermore, district officers allocate school
budgets based on each school’s proposal and also prioritize the allocation of funds among
schools in a district. In addition, most of the time schools do not receive the amount proposed
and have to raise their own additional funds.
Since remote schools have small numbers of students, they receive only a minimal
amount in their budget that is often not sufficient. They try to raise additional funds through
holding school shows and other activities, with approval from the district education officer.
Schools are not allowed to directly collect extra money from parents and students apart from
the minimal school fee as mandated by the Ministry of Education. However, some
contributions in the form of goods and voluntary labour can be and are received from the
parents.
In regard to impending threats relating to teaching and learning, school principals draw
attention to shortages of teachers. In particular, there are often not enough subject teachers.
Principals report that they wish that teachers would be allocated based on their school subject
requirements than just to ensure the teacher-student ratio is maintained. The reality means that
teachers often have to teach all subjects on the curriculum whether they are capable of doing
so or not. That, principals argue, undermines the quality of teaching and learning in the primary
schools.
Continuous efforts have been made by successive governments to address the latter
problem, but it remains unresolved in relation to many primary schools, especially in rural and
remote areas where working conditions are not attractive. Multiple strategies have been
adopted by school principals to improve the situation. These include adopting multi-grade
teaching and using contract teachers. However, the view is that if the current teacher shortage
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continues for long it could seriously disrupt education in the long term if not dealt with
adequately.
The lack of school infrastructure and facilities is also troublesome for school principals.
While certainly the number of schools established with adequate sanitation facilities and basic
classroom equipment has increased significantly over the last decade, there are still schools
without them. Infrastructure in many cases is old and inadequate. Classrooms in cold places
often do not have heating appliances to keep the children warm. Similarly, classrooms in warm
places often do not have air conditioning. School principals sometimes take the initiative and
look for external support. They also seek to mobilize funds to use to provide basic necessities
for students. Nevertheless, classrooms and washrooms being located too far apart continue.
The situation is amplified both in cold weather and during the monsoon season. Furthermore,
schools frequently lack proper windows, walls, and floors.
8.3 The Matter of the Transferability of the Results of the Study
for Contexts other than Bhutan

The research reported in this thesis was designed to focus on gaining insight and understanding
regarding the world of primary school leaders in Bhutan, especially from their own
perspectives. Therefore, the results of the study are limited in the extent to which they may be
considered transferable (O’Donoghue, 2007; Shenton, 2004; Yin, 2011). What is being referred
to here is the extent to which results of the study can be seen to apply to other contexts and
situations (Bitsch, 2005; Jensen, 2008; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Merriam, 2009).
The matter of transferability needs to be highlighted, in particular as it relates to the third
research question addressed in this thesis. This question was addressed by interviewing
participants who were primary school leaders working in six schools located in three different
geographical locations in Bhutan. Notwithstanding the small-scale nature of the study, the
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results could be of interest to other primary school leaders and providers of primary school
education both nationally and internationally, even though some of them may not be operating
under the same conditions as those in the schools investigated. This is to recognise that the
results could be transferable in the sense that readers can relate to them in order to understand
their own and others’ situations (Jensen, 2008; O’Donoghue, 2007). For such a purpose,
scholars recommend that researchers provide ‘thick description’ of the research context,
participants, and research design to enable readers to decide on the degree of transferability of
the results of the study to other situations (Geertz, 1973; Jensen, 2008; Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
Burns (1994) refers to this as “reader or user generalisability” (p. 327). That was the approach
taken within the study reported. School leaders and other providers of primary school education
in remote schools and developing countries can now use the insights generated to promote
reflection upon school leadership in their own situations. Also, the understandings that arise
from the study can provide a valuable framework for researchers wishing to engage in related
studies in Bhutan and in other remote contexts and developing countries.
8.4 Implications of the Results of the Study
The results of the study have implications for further research in the substantive area of
leadership at the primary school level in Bhutan. Those related to research questions one and
two provide a framework that can be used to contextualise and understand current issues facing
primary school leaders in the country. Such understanding, it is held, is critical for addressing
current school leadership challenges. Attention is now turned to examining the implications of
the study for policy development practice, and for further research.
8.4.1 Implications of the Study for Policy Development and Practice
The results of study can make a contribution to increasing the understandings of policy makers
and practitioners in Bhutan about the current situation of primary school leadership in the
country. In particular, they can provide a sound foundation that policy makers and practitioners
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can build upon to inform future decisions. A number of areas to which this observation may
apply are now considered.
Implications for policy formulation and implementation
Rosli and Rossi (2014) identified two approaches that are often used in policy
formulation and implementation. The first approach is called a ‘bottom-up approach’, where
attention is paid to the importance of involving local education stakeholders in the process of
policy formulation and implementation. The second approach is that of a ‘top-down approach’,
in which it is assumed that policy makers have authority and autonomy in producing well
prescribed policy objectives and a set of appropriate instruments for policy implementation
nationally. This latter approach often pays little or no attention to the role of local education
stakeholders in the process of policy formulation and implementation.
Education policy formulation and implementation practice in Bhutan reflects both of the
approaches noted above. In particular, there is an indication from the study that recent
education policies and strategies have been formulated with increased involvement from
school-level stakeholders, and especially from teachers and school principals. This observation
concurs with the finding of Wangchuk and Turner (2019), who argued that an integrated system
that combines both directed (top-down) and facilitated (bottom-up) change (Myers, Hulks, &
Wiggins, 2012) can be achieved. But in order to generate support from the grassroot level the
output and outcome should benefit them and thus make the time invested worthwhile.
Wangchuk and Turner (2019) have further commented that such an approach can free public
servants’ from engaging in unnecessary tasks and allow them to work efficiently for the benefit
of the education system.
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Implications for the professional development of school leaders
The results of the study reveal that primary school principals in Bhutan have only
limited opportunities to engage in continuing professional development following their
appointment. Certainly, some professional development opportunities are available to them.
These are the mandatory management training organised by the Ministry of Education (MoE)
and ad hoc professional support programs jointly organised by the Ministry of Education and
Royal Education Council, as well as some organised by a few private training providers. All
such programs, however, tend to be short-lived and focus primarily on administrative matters
and general education change, with little reference being made to the importance of leadership
development. Also, they are often not made available to primary school principals in remote
schools. It is, therefore, important to consider the need for the provision of further professional
learning opportunities for primary school principals in supporting them to deal with perceived
challenges in their roles and to promote school effectiveness and improvement.
The importance of professional development for school leaders of the type proposed is
widely articulated by many scholars (Bush et al., 2019; Bush & Montecinos, 2019; Daresh,
1998; Evans & Mohr, 1999; Glickman, Gordon, & Ross-Gordon, 2007; Gumus & Bellibas,
2016; Gumus, 2019; Nelson & Sassi, 2005; Zepeda, 2012). Bush (2008) for example, stated
that “appropriate training, recruitment and selection do not ensure that principals are equipped
with the requisite skills, attitudes, knowledge, and motivation to lead their school effectively”
(p. 106). Principals, he held, need plentiful professional support if they are to succeed in leading
their schools and promoting education outcomes so that their students can compete in an
increasingly challenging global economy. Goldring, Preston and Huff (2012) made a similar
point, arguing that professional development for school leaders is of paramount importance if
they are expected to lead teachers and students to accomplish high levels of performance and
learning.
226

Unfortunately, however, there is little agreement on what constitutes an effective
professional development program. Bush, Glover and Harris (2007) suggested that a rigorous
professional development program for school leaders should include four dimensions,
including the learning environment, learning styles, learning approaches, and learning support.
Drawing from a review of the literature, Goldring et al. (2012) identified five key elements of
professional development for school leaders. Firstly, professional development for school
leaders should be based on job-embedded instruction that enables participants to apply what
they learn. Secondly, it must accommodate the needs of individual school leaders and their
career stages. Thirdly, it must be long-term and provide various learning opportunities for
school leaders. That suggests that professional development should take place in both formal
and informal environment. Fourthly, effective professional development should adopt a
coherent curriculum that addresses the conditions and activities that school leaders face in their
daily work. Fifthly, it should create opportunities for school leaders to engage in networking
and consultation.
Overall, it would be desirable for attention to be given to these five key elements when
designing professional development programs for school principals in Bhutan. Concurrently,
there would be a need to be constantly on the alert for indications of how they might need to
be adjusted. Furthermore, they might need to be changed as a result of various contextual
influences.
Implications for professional development and the working conditions for teachers
While pre-service preparation for primary school teachers has been widely expanded in
Bhutan over the last five decades, little attention has been devoted to promoting continuing
professional development opportunities for graduates. The results of the study reported in this
thesis indicate also that primary school teachers state that they lack opportunities for engaging
in continuing professional development programs. Where professional support is available for
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a number of them it is usually focused on introducing them to broad education changes and
orienting them to the demands of new curricula. Concurrently, little emphasis is placed on
building teaching capacity. Consequently, teachers can often lack up-to-date pedagogical
content knowledge, lack the ability to teach multi-grade classes and students with special needs,
and lack the ability to translate policies into practices. All these factors call for initiatives to be
taken aimed at promoting systematic professional development for teachers to assist them to
promote effectiveness in their teaching and in policy implementation.
The results of the study reported in this thesis also brings one to draw attention to the
need to enhance the working conditions of teachers. While the Royal Government of Bhutan
has made efforts to improve the living standards of public servants, it is held that teachers still
do not have proper housing and health facilities. A consequence is that some teachers look for
transfers to urban schools after being in the countryside for only one or two years. That situation
adds to the teacher shortage in schools and, as a result, to the teaching workload of the
remaining teachers. That in turn can have a negative impact on the quality of instruction and
education. Teachers in remote areas indicate also that they could benefit from having access to
appropriate workspaces, from the provision of additional instructional resources, and from an
improvement in the conditions of roads and communication facilities.
8.4.2 Implications of the Study for Further Research
Over the last 20 years increased attention has been given to generating understanding of the
importance of leadership in education organizations. However, very little attention has been
devoted to examining the matter in relation to leadership at the individual school level in remote
schools in developing countries. That has resulted in very few empirical studies being
undertaken that can be drawn upon in order to try to bring about improvements.
The study reported in this thesis, it is hoped can now serve to highlight the need for
further research on leadership at the individual school level in remote contexts in countries like

228

Bhutan. In conducting such work, it may be helpful to adopt the research design used for the
study reported here. Other qualitative research designs (longitudinal and case study) that would
help to examine the perspectives of school leaders on the problems they face and how they deal
with them could also be undertaken.
Future researchers might also consider a more extensive adoption of comparative
approaches to the study of educational leadership and management. That would allow for
comparisons of school leaders’ perspectives on school leadership practices across a wide
variety of remote schools to be made. Furthermore, embracing comparative approaches would
enable researchers to develop a broad understanding of the contextual complexity of school
leadership practices across cultural contexts.
There is a need to undertake further research also on school leadership in Bhutan that
would include additional school-level stakeholders, and especially teachers and parents. The
study reported here has highlighted already a number of issues related to teachers, including
their perceptions that they have inadequate professional development, poor working
conditions, poor accommodation, and heavy workloads. Detailed studies aimed at examining
teachers’ perspectives on challenges facing primary schools could provide new insights into
primary school education and school leadership, and again specifically in relation to remote
schools. There is also an indication from the study reported here that there is a low level of
involvement by community members and parents in education. Studies on their perspectives
could also provide an understanding as to why this is the case.
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8.5 Conclusion
The study reported in this thesis has offered a number of insights into leadership at the primary
school-level in remote schools of Bhutan. It has specifically provided insights into the historical
background to primary school leadership, recent developments in relation to primary school
leadership in the country, and the issues of current concern to primary school leaders. The study
highlights that while some important developments in relation to primary school education in
general in the country have been undertaken, no major developments in relation to primary
school leadership took place prior to the introduction of the first five-year development plan.
During the implementation of that significant efforts were made to advance primary school
leadership through promoting decentralisation in school administration and improving school
leadership development and support.
Certainly, it is recognised that school-level stakeholders encounter three broad sets of
issues, namely, those relating to administration, those relating to teaching and learning, and
those relating to the curriculum. Some of these issues can be attributed to ‘general’ developing
world circumstances, including poverty and low economic growth, while others can be
attributed directly to the nation’s remote context and severe climate. The study reported is also
one contribution to filling the gap in the literature on educational leadership in remote schools
of developing countries in transition from monarchy to constitutional democracy. Thus, it can
be of value too by contributing to understandings of educational leadership in developing
country contexts, including those new to democracy.
Educational leadership and reforms in developing countries have primarily drawn upon
models taken from the West. That has often led to an impression that Western models of
educational leadership are universal. However, cultural context and politics can greatly affect
school leadership policies and practices. Therefore, the study may contribute to deepening
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understandings of the important relationships between context and its influence on school
leadership practices.
Finally, the study can offer insights that may guide future research on educational
leadership and leadership policy and practice in remote schools and developing-country
contexts. In particular, it is hoped that it will enable policy makers and practitioners to become
informed and knowledgeable about the current situation in relation to primary school
leadership both in Bhutan and other countries. In turn, it is hoped that initiatives may be
forthcoming that are aimed at promoting school leadership preparation, development and
support programs in order to improve the quality of education for all.
____________________
Postscript
It is clear that Bhutan has made significant progress in promoting education for all, most
notably at the primary school level. However, challenges remain with the quality of education,
shortage of teachers, lack of resources and gaps occurring in the implementation of many
policies. Furthermore, with the introduction of democracy in 2008 and transition of government
from monarchy to constitutional democracy there have been numerous changes in the
education system. The situation is often complicated, with one government increasing the
number of primary schools at a rapid scale to enhance access to school and the next government
consolidating the schools because of the limited resources, granting autonomy to some schools
and centralizing some schools. With the recent Covid19 pandemic, e-learning has been
introduced in the country. This has created a new disparity among students. With limited to no
internet connectivity in some places, and with no television and mobile facilities, many students
in remote regions and from poor economic background are now facing new difficulties with
their studies, including an increase in the number of school dropouts. Thus, great challenges
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remain, new ones are opening up and education researchers need to play their part in trying to
address them.
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Dear
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study named above. The research is led by Professor Tom O’Donoghue of the Graduate School
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Tshewang Dema.
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Approval to conduct this research has been provided by the University of Western
Australia, in accordance with its ethics review and approval procedures. Any person
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In addition, any person not satisfied with the response of researchers may raise ethics
issues or concerns, and may make any complaints about this research project by contacting
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of School Leaders in Remote Primary Schools in a Transitional Country.
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have read the information provided and any questions I have
asked have been answered to my satisfaction. I agree to participate in this activity, realizing
that I may withdraw at any time without reason and without prejudice. I consent to having the
audio interviews recorded.
I understand that all information provided is treated as strictly confidential and will not be
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purpose is, and what will be done with the data upon completion of the research.
I agree that the research data gathered for the study may be published provided my name or
other identifying information is not used.
Approval to conduct this research has been provided by the University of Western Australia,
in accordance with its ethics review and approval procedures. Any person considering
participation in this research project, or agreeing to participate, may raise any questions or
issues with the researchers at any time.
In addition, any person not satisfied with the response of researchers may raise ethics issues
or concerns, and may make any complaints about this research project by contacting the
Human Research Ethics Office at the University of Western Australia on (08) 6488 3703 or
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All research participants are entitles to retain a copy of any Participant Information Form
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