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ABSTRACT

This thesis builds on and contributes to work on the strategic role of educational leaders,
and particularly public primary school principals. Although some in the field (Bell, 2002;
Forde, Hobby, & Lees, 2000; Kelly, 2005) have questioned the utility of strategy as a
concept, particularly with its ties to economics, marketing and capitalist ventures, there has
not been an explicit research focus of what strategy means in educational leadership. As
such, this thesis provides additional insight by taking stock, assessing and integrating the
existing body of literature on strategic leadership and management in schools and by going
beyond what is already known and setting forth new frameworks, perspectives and
researchable questions. The analytical focus on the strategic role, and not merely strategic
management or strategic leadership enables another contribution. Multiple modes of
inquiry were used in constructing the arguments of this work.
Through a theoretical and methodological analysis of the discourse on the strategic
role in 18 prominent educational leadership journals over a 27 year period (1980-2007), a
model for the strategic role was developed. This model was tested on a sample of public
primary school principals in the Hunter / Central Coast region of New South Wales,
Australia. The results of this questionnaire based study prompted further inquiry as to what
the ‘strategic role’ means to practitioners. A framework was developed from the transcribed
texts of interviews with principals. Many similarities existed in this framework and the
literature derived model, however the framework developed from practitioner responses
gave greater attention to the social forces that act upon the strategic role, supporting the
criticism directed at the utility of the narrow view of strategy as planning to the educational
context.
xii

Theoretically informed by the work of Michel Foucault, a proposed alternate lens
for the analysis of the strategic role of school leaders is presented, showing that as a result
of increased participation in school governance and accountability regimes, principal
actions are constantly under surveillance. While not being the first to bring Foucault into
the educational leadership discourse, the proposal of the strategic role within a social space
is something that has been missing from the discussion on the strategic role within the field.
The Foucauldian frame sheds need insight into the strategic role of the public primary
school principal and highlights the significance of the role within the field of educational
leadership. Overall, this thesis is intended to provide a new platform for theory and research
on the strategic role of school leaders. As with Anderson and Grinberg (1998), this thesis
argues for Foucault’s concept of disciplinary practices as a metaphor for the field of
educational leadership. It is argued that by positioning the strategic role within the broader
social space, further inquiry can help provide a fundamental understanding of how and why
educational institutions behave the way they do.
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