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Abstract The quality of principals is pivotal for quality education. It is only
through continuing professional development (CPD) that principals can further
enhance professionalism. In this study, both quantitative and qualitative methods
were used to analyze the responses of 194 principals and vice-principals. The
research findings show that Hong Kong principals are facing challenges posed by
ever-changing school environments of the 21st century and educational reforms.
Based on this study, implications for future continuing professional development
of principals in Hong Kong are speculated.
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1 Introduction

Over the past several years, educational reforms have shaped the roles, tasks and
responsibilities of principals and they have been acknowledged as the ones who
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hold the keys to achieving school effectiveness in the midst of a rapidly changing
educational environment. In the capacity of school heads, principals are the
vanguards of stability while at the same time, the agents of change. In performing
their duties and discharging the responsibilities, school principals approach
their jobs in many different ways, depending on each principal’s personality and
the situational factors including the maturity levels of his or her staff. However,
over the last few decades, extensive studies have been undertaken on the role
of the school principals. Most scholars, researchers and school reformers have
discussed the role of the school principal as the school leader, school manager,
key decision-maker, facilitator, problem-solver, chief executive officer, chief
learner, instructional leader, entrepreneur and marketer, team leader and the agent
of change (Edmonds, 1979; Smith and Purkey, 1983; Clark et al., 1984; Barth,
1991; Sergiovanni, 1991; Thomson, 1993; Caldwell, 1994; Cranston, 1996;
Gamage, 1996). However, the research findings on the profiles and professional
development of school principals who are confronting many new challenges
in the 21% century are very limited. This paper presents the profiles and
entry perspectives of Hong Kong school principals along with pre-service and
in-service training programs related to their professional development.
Implications for changes to university-level professional development programs,
as well as the selection and training of school principals in Hong Kong are
speculated.

2 Review of literature

At the dawn of a new era, the education system in Hong Kong is poised for
change in order to stay abreast with the demands of rapidly changing circumstances
brought about by technological advances in a global and knowledge-based
economy (Advisory Committee on School Based Management, 2000). The
government has adopted a set of strategies to improve the quality of education
in Hong Kong. The broad strategies include a comprehensive review of the
education system by the Education Commission, with emphasis on new learning
and teaching strategies, and coherent and effective measures to be developed
by the Education Department in supporting school improvement. These include
professional development for principals and teachers, training for school
managers, measures to cope with diverse student needs, ways of reducing the
non-teaching workload of teachers, upgrading of school facilities, school-based
curriculum adaptation services and additional support initiatives (Hurst, 1981;
Leithwood et al., 1999; Walker et al., 2000a).

Baltzell and Dentler (1983), Bennett (1987) and Baron (1990) have pointed out
that, in almost all states in the USA, one of the key criteria for appointment to a
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position of principal is a master’s degree in educational administration. When
one observes the current trends in Australian and British systems who have
adopted school-based management (SBM), it seems that it would not take too
long for these two school systems to follow the American example by requiring
the school leaders to have pre-service training in leadership and management.
In response to these trends, Hong Kong universities today offer a wide array of
courses and graduate programs aimed specifically at the school administrators.
They are available at both masters and doctoral degree levels.

In Hong Kong, the Government published its Information Technology for
Learning in a New Era: Five-Year Strategy 1998/1999 to 2002/2002; Hong
Kong Education System: Reform Proposal; and Learning to Learn to initiate the
curriculum and instructional reforms. The curriculum reform program deregulates
curriculum to the school level and expects principals to assume major
responsibility and lead staff to develop a school-based curriculum. The reforms
also have demanded that the principals be proactive and act as instructional
leaders, necessitating adequate training and professional development for school
heads. Concerns have been expressed about principal preparation as has been
described in Education Commission Report No.7 (ECR7) as inadequate
professional preparation to cope with the expected changes (Dowson et al., 2000).
A new principal preparation and continuing professional development (CPD)
program has been proposed to strengthen the leadership and professionalism of
principals (Walker et al., 2000b; Education Department, 2002a; b).

The Quality Assurance Inspection (QAI) teams in 2000/2001 and 2001/2002
have rated only 45 percent of the principals as excellent or good in professional
competence while others were rated as acceptable or unsatisfactory. In an
evaluation of performance of leadership in different aspects, resources and
accommodation have been rated as the best with 60 percent as excellent or
good with 40 percent or less as excellent or good in the fields of planning and
administration, staff management and financial management. Self-evaluation has
been rated as the weakest area with 80 percent of the schools inspected rated
either acceptable or unsatisfactory (Education and Manpower Bureau, 2003).
These findings suggest the need to improve professional development as has been
identified.

Principals have the power to use their resources in building a community of
learners, cultivating an atmosphere of learning and working towards the spirit of
collaboration in order to realize their visions and goals. Fink and Resnick (2001)
asserted that professional development is not something that is separated from
the administrative duties and responsibilities; rather it could be considered the
centerpiece of exercising effective leadership that is committed to improving the
education experience. In the United States, the Rockwood school district in
Missouri developed and implemented an administrative professional development
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plan (APDP) that focuses on improving the school principals’ knowledge
concerning the crucial areas of effective instruction, equipping them with the
skills to build effective programs for staff development and to address students’
needs (Peckron, 2001). Mansell (2000) stated that the National College for School
Leadership in England has planned to provide professional development training
for up to 100,000 principals showing how the British system has acknowledged
the need to train their school leaders.

3 Research methods

The data collection was based on both quantitative and qualitative dimensions of
research, which included empirical surveys, discussions with school principals
and documentary analyses. The sample comprised of the principals and
vice-principals in 120 primary, secondary and special schools within Hong Kong.
As each school had a principal and two vice-principals, 360 questionnaires were
forwarded with 54 percent (N = 194) of the respondents returning their responses.
All Hong Kong schools implemented school-based management by 2000, with
the establishment of School Management Committees (SMCs) in 2002.

A questionnaire was designed for this study. The survey contained both
structured and open-ended questions and included sections to cover participants’
background information, pre-service and in-service training experiences, and
their views on the principals’ job, responsibilities, goals, responsibilities and
school reforms. In the sample, 48 percent were primary principals, 48 percent
were secondary, while 4 percent were special school principals.

4 Profiles of Hong Kong school principals

Data from the survey of principals present interesting profiles of the Hong Kong
principals. Within the Hong Kong sample, 56 percent were males and 44 percent
were females as shown in Table 1. It seems that there are more or less similar
proportions of male and female school administrators in the leadership role in the
education system of Hong Kong, which refers to achieving gender equity in Hong
Kong. Hong Kong was a British colony from 1842 to 1997, when it was returned
to the People’s Republic of China, becoming a special administrative region
(SAR). However, Hong Kong’s education system was adopted from the
British education system. In Hong Kong, the equal opportunity for employment
legislation has been enacted providing equal opportunity for both males and
females in recruitment to senior administrative positions in schools, though there
are more male principals than female ones. In Hong Kong, current trends show
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that the number of women occupying principal positions both at primary and
secondary levels is on the rise.

Table 1 Hong Kong principals by gender

Gender Male Female

Hong Kong principals 56% 44%

In an examination of the age distribution in Hong Kong, 41.1 percent of
the participants were above 51 years of age as shown in Table 2. Based on the
data from the school visits and discussions with school principals, it was revealed
that prior to 1991, the Hong Kong principals were appointed mainly on the basis
of seniority. It was only with the school management reform in 1991 that merit
selections were introduced in Hong Kong schools having the appointment of
younger personnel to principal positions. But in practice it has become a
combination of merit and job experience, as principals are selected from among
assistant/deputy principals in primary schools and deputy principals or leading
teachers in secondary education institutions, which prevents younger teachers
from getting appointed.

Table 2 Age distribution of Hong Kong principals

Age group 40 years and younger 41-50 years 51 years and older

Hong Kong principals 12.5% 46.4% 41.1%

According to the data shown in Table 2, most school principals’ ages range
from 41 to 50 in Hong Kong. It might have been a result due to the existence
of greater mobility and instability of career prospects in principalship. In the
1990s, due to the anticipated return of Hong Kong to China in 1997, a significant
number of principals immigrated to other countries such as the UK and Australia.
This provided opportunities for a number of young teachers to move upwards
along the career ladder. In addition, the economic recession resulted from the
Asian Financial Crisis of the mid-1990s forced the government to mandate
principals who reached 60 years of age to retire from 2001 (Hong Kong Special
Administrative Region Government, 2001). Besides, it is important to note that
Hong Kong has a tradition of selecting school principals on seniority and merit
by the respective school with the endorsement of the final decision by the
respective school’s sponsoring body and management committee.

Table 3 shows the distribution in the academic degrees held by Hong Kong
principals. In the sample, only 6.7 percent of the principals possess less than a
bachelor’s degree, 52.6 percent holding bachelor’s degrees, 37.1 percent having
master’s degrees and 3.1 percent doctoral degrees while 1.5 percent preferring
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not to answer the above question. Hong Kong schools have a great percentage
of principals with a bachelor’s degree or above as a result of enhancing the
qualification to a degree level by 2003.

Table 3 Academic qualifications of Hong Kong principals

Academic qualifications Hong Kong principals
Less than a bachelor’s degree 6.7%
Bachelor’s degree 51.6%
Master’s degree 37.1%
Doctoral degrees 3.1%
Did not respond 1.5%

Traditionally, all secondary principals in Hong Kong are degree holders, while
the increasing numbers of current and prospective principals are undertaking
postgraduate studies in fields, such as educational administration and policy,
curriculum and instructions and educational psychology and counseling.

4.1 What made respondents accept the principal positions?

There appears to be a lack of research as to why the role of a “principal” is so
complex. Very often it is a set of subjective reasons that lead to career choices.
They include preferences for intrinsic or extrinsic rewards, preferences for certain
occupations and the development of a commitment to a career choice. Extrinsic
rewards include what we usually think of as the rewards attached to a role and
involving salary or money income, a level of prestige, other fringe benefits, and
power over others, while intrinsic or psychic rewards for teaching consist entirely
of subjective valuations made in the course of work engagements (Lortie, 1975).

Data from the current study of Hong Kong school principals reveal interesting
findings. The survey provided 14 reasons as to why someone is likely to decide
to take up a position of a school principal and requested respondents to indicate
how important the particular reason for his or her decision was. According to
the ratings done by the Hong Kong principals, the reasons shown in Table 4 were
identified as the six most important reasons.

Table 4 Key reasons for choosing to be a school principal in Hong Kong

Rank of reasons

1) Ilike to help children and young adults

2) To make a contribution to society

3) To be of service to others

4) To provide effective leadership

5) To work with teachers in school improvement efforts
6) To have a personal satisfying job
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Hong Kong principals have identified three very reasons, that is, “to help
children and young adults”, “to make a contribution to society’ and ‘to be of
service to others” within the six most important reasons. The findings show that
Hong Kong principals give priority to more extrinsic reasons based on service
motive rather than the ones based on personal satisfaction. The Hong Kong
principals have placed high priority on serving the community by preferring to
base their decisions on more extrinsic reasons without taking pride in personal
satisfaction. In fact, the Hong Kong principals have relegated the reason, “to have
a personally satisfying job”, to the seventh place. Here the Hong Kong school
leaders appear to identify more extrinsic reasons with a service orientation. It is
also interesting to note that Hong Kong principals have indicated two other
reasons for accepting the principalship, that is, “to provide effective leadership ”
and “to work with teachers in school improvement efforts” within the six most
important reasons for becoming a principal. The Hong Kong data show that 56.2
percent of the principals have been identified by the authorities while 39.2 percent
have become principals/vice-principals on their own choice and applications
for the positions. It is obvious that when someone is identified by the systemic
authorities, naturally one needs to be more service and/or community oriented.

In Hong Kong, there is a clear distinction between salaries of the classroom
teachers and those of principals. The starting monthly salary of a classroom
teacher was HK$16 165, rising to HK$30 430 in September 2006 within 14 years.
However, a principal of a primary school is paid HK$45 240 per month while a
principal of a high school is paid HK$72 135 per month (http://www.emb.gov.hk
retrieved on October 10, 2006). Thus, it is clear in Hong Kong when a teacher
becomes a school leader she/he is always likely to enjoy a much higher salary
and more fringe benefits.

The written responses to the open-ended question as to why they wanted to
become school principals reveal interesting findings. In the Hong Kong sample,
the majority of the respondents stated that they wanted to become school
principals because there are opportunities of self-actualization by contributing
to the society and serving others. Self-actualization has been one of the major
reasons for them in taking up the challenges of the principalship. Some principals
have expressed their own educational philosophies and visions as follows:

“A school principal is the spiritual leader of the school and I can have a
tremendous effect on the students and their development/ training.”

“I wanted to become a school principal because I dreamed to achieve my
educational goals.”

“It gives me opportunity to develop a school, and also for my personal
growth.”

“Wishing to have more say and influence in policy, plans and administration in
education.”
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Self-actualization seems to be a process in which one only seeks ways to
achieve one’s own goals. However, these goals are usually more ambitious,
extrinsic and service oriented. Their goals are commonly to contribute to the
society and others, to help students grow and develop, to improve students’
learning, potentials and abilities. There were others who expressed their visions
in the following terms:

“To dedicate myself to the education of pupils and to the society.”

“The school principal is in a better position to steer the course of a school and
hence the education of the next generation.”

“To contribute towards education of young persons for the well being of the
society.”

“To develop learners to their full potential.”

4.2 Will they stay in the job as principal?

Respondents were asked whether they have planned to stay as school principals
for the rest of their careers. In the sample only 146 responded to the question and
129 emphasized that they want to stay in the job as principal, but they expressed
mixed feelings. The Hong Kong principals see them as working in environments
of constant change and uncertainty with many new challenges to confront.
For some, the result is a sense of powerlessness and loss of control. Some have
experienced stress (Cranston, 1996). Others wanted to make changes or move
up in the administrative ladder. A serving principal indicated that he would prefer
to get into a non-teaching principal position while a deputy principal wanted to
become a principal.

Seventeen principals (8.8 percent out of 194 principals) responded that they do
not want to stay as a school principal/vice-principal for the rest of their careers. If
there is a choice, they would like to change to another career and try something
worthwhile. The reasons behind are mainly of two kinds. Some of them found
that the duties of being a principal was too demanding, overburdened with work,
too stressful due to huge pressure. Health was a major consideration for one
principal intending to quit the present position. Others expressed their views as
follows:

“I think I may not stay as a school principal for quite a long period because
the pressure is too great!”

“Too much work. Time for life is limited, should pay more attention to spiritual
life.”

“The workload and responsibilities of a school head are extremely heavy in
current conditions.”
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“Its not easy for a new school head to survive in a keenly competitive
environment.”

The other major reason that leads to the intention of a career change is that
principals cannot achieve what they want in their present positions.

Some Hong Kong principals, who have decided to leave the principalship,
expressed their dissatisfaction regarding the pressure of work and inability to be
innovative and stated that,

“It is because that school principal’s job is a boring one and too many
restrictions to work towards good education goals.”

“I do not want to stay as a school vice-principal. The pressure is too high and
there is not much job satisfaction. There is nothing I can change.”

“I want to make a career change because I would like to make contribution to
society in other aspects.”

“I want to try another career which can give me more opportunities to help
children.”

4.3 Pre-service training

The sample of Hong Kong principals had very different experiences in
pre-service training, both in length and in content. Table 5 shows that the ratings
by the Hong Kong principals on the five most important areas that needed to be
covered in pre-service training. In the sample, only 175 principals have responded
to the question: “How long was the pre-service training?”” The responses indicate
that there is a systemic requirement; as they have received some sort of pre-
service training (Education Department, 1999). Only 39 respondents out of the
175 principals have indicated that they have not received any pre-service training.
On the whole, 33 percent of those who responded indicated that they received
1-3 months of pre-service training while 34 percent indicated that they had either
3-6, 6-9, 9—12, 12+ months or two years of pre-service training and the remaining
33 percent indicated that they had other modes of pre-service training other than
pursuing formal courses. The formats and modes of delivery of the pre-service
training to principals before they take up their positions in leadership were quite
diverse.

Table 5 shows the five most important topic areas that Hong Kong principals
have selected. Hong Kong principals considered “effective communication and
decision-making” as the most important topic to be covered. In the case of the
second and the third important topics, the Hong Kong principals have chosen
“educational administration and management” and “management and resolution
of conflicts”, while “management of human resources” and “contemporary
educational leadership” were rated the fourth and the fifth respectively.
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Table 5 The most important areas needed to be covered in pre-service training

Rank of areas

1) Effective communication and decision-making
2) Educational administration and management
3) Management and resolution of conflicts

4) Management of human resources

5) Contemporary educational leadership

The USA has a long history of university-level formal programs for principal
preparation. American universities have been offering programs in educational
administration since the early 20th century enabling the individuals to enter
the field of school management and administration preparing to take up the
leadership and managerial positions (Culbertson, 1990). According to the
systemic requirements in almost all American states, the prospective principals
must have at least three years of teaching experience, a university master’s degree
in educational administration, with the completion of mandated programs of
study leading to the receipt of licenses or certificates to serve as school principals
in their respective states.

Hong Kong (before 2002) and many other countries have been using the
traditional apprenticeship model where prospective school leaders have been
prepared mostly by moving up the ranks from classroom teachers to master
teachers to heads of departments, to assistant and deputy/vice principal positions
and finally to school principal positions. Recently, there has been a shift in some
of the countries to create and require some formal pre-service training for school
administrators (Daresh and Male, 2000).

In England, a new initiative for improving the management and leadership
skills of head teachers and other senior professionals has been launched by the
British Government. The local government has recently published a “White Paper
on Excellence in Education”, emphasizing the importance for all prospective
head teachers/principals to undertake formal preparation for the position. The
emphasis placed on professional development is such that newly appointed
British head teachers are entitled to a grant of 2,500 pounds within the first two
years of their appointment for the purpose of obtaining professional development,
preferably at university level. The demand for educational management programs
has increased to such an extent that in 1999, the University of Leicester (a
medium size British University) had over 1,300 candidates enrolled for its MBA
in educational management (Gamage, 2001).

By the year of 2002, there had been rapid changes in Hong Kong in relation to
the policy that governs the delivery of pre-service training to aspiring principals
(APs) before they took up the positions of principalship. As stipulated by the
consultation paper on Continuing Professional Development (CPD) issued by



Continuing professional development of principals in Hong Kong 615

the then Education Department (now, Education and Manpower Bureau (EMB)),
a certification for principalship (CFP) is a basic requirement for APs before their
formal appointments as principals. CFP was introduced as a quality assurance
mechanism to ensure that future aspirants meet certain leadership requirements.

From 2004/2005 onwards, APs are required to attain the CFP, in addition to
other conditions. The CFP process operates from September 2002 and comprises
of three parts: (1) a needs analysis, (2) a designated course, and (3) a portfolio.

The “needs analysis” aims at enabling the aspirants to understand and reflect
on their own strengths and areas for further development and improvement. The
designated course comprises of six modules totaling about 72 course hours,
covering six full core areas of leadership, with built-in assessment for a single
year. The six core areas of leadership need to be covered are: (1) strategic
direction and policy environment; (2) learning, teaching and curriculum;
(3) teacher professional growth and development; (4) staff and resources
development; (5) quality assurance and accountability; and (6) external
communication and connection to the outside world.

The researcher of this paper is the director of the designated courses for the
periods 2002-04 and 2004-06. Within the last four years, about 800 APs have
been trained with pre-service training before considering them for positions. The
Chinese University of Hong Kong is scheduled to offer another designated
preparation for principalship (PFP) course during the period 2006-07.

The portfolio includes a formal account of the aspirants’ career highlights, with
evidence of professional growth, such as reflective journals, a vision/personal
belief statement on the meaning of principalship, attachment showing completion
of the needs analysis, and statements by referees if available, for the assessment
by the Certification and Professional Development Unit of the EMB.

By 2004/05 school year, all newly appointed principals (NAP) had been
required to obtain a CFP prior to the appointment whereas the serving principals
(SPs) will have been required to complete 150 hours of designated courses within
CPD during a period of three years by 2007.

4.4 In-service training

In the past, in-service training programs for newly appointed Hong Kong
principals were not formalized and standardized. By the year of 2002, in
the Hong Kong sample, 44.2 percent of principals had stated that they had
1-3 months in-service training, 22.5 percent 4—12 months in-service training,
10.9 percent more than 12 months and 17.4 percent two years training, whereas
4.4 percent did not answer the question. In-service is provided by the then
Education Department but in diverse and varying modes.
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The Hong Kong principals were asked to rate the topic areas that should be
covered in in-service training, they selected the following as the top five topic
areas to be covered as shown in Table 6. Interestingly, it is clear that the
Hong Kong principals have emphasized the need for training in “assessment of
staff’s competency”, “ethics, morals and values for educational leaders” and
“contemporary public policy issues in educational administration”. The Hong
Kong principals also considered that “leadership for information management
and change” and “practicum in educational administration” are of paramount
importance.

Table 6 The most important areas needed to be covered in in-service training programs

Rank of areas

1) Assessment of staffs’ competency

2) Ethics, morals and values for educational leaders

3) Contemporary public policy issues in educational administration
4) Leadership for information management and change

5) Practicum in educational administration

In making recommendations for improving the existing in-service training
programs, the Hong Kong principals reiterated their recommendations for the
pre-service preparation programs with an emphasis on the areas that they have
rated as the most important. They preferred more practical orientation and group
work. The Hong Kong principals insisted that such programs should not take
them away from schools when their presence was essential. They even went to
the extent of suggesting that in-service training should be organized during school
holidays. Hong Kong school leaders prefer practical orientation to be more
practical with actual school situations/cases and better connections between
theory and practice.

Recognizing the fragmented nature, the short duration and the casual nature
of their in-service training, the Hong Kong principals suggested that the future
programs be organized in a more consistent, structured and comprehensive
manner and with more emphasis on up-to-date information. They also wanted to
have more opportunities to share information with colleagues both at home and
abroad, and they were particularly interested in learning from best practices on
school reforms from other nations. They anticipated and expected more and more
exchanges and communication between educational administrators in Hong Kong
and other countries.

5 Conclusion

In an examination of the results from the data analyses, most of the Hong Kong
school principals in the sample have chosen to enter leadership positions primarily
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for extrinsic reasons with emphasis on service to the community and helping in
students’ development and school management. Almost all Hong Kong principals
(91.2 percent) plan to remain in their positions until retirement. Another major
finding from the study shows that both seniority and merit bear similar importance
in the selection and appointment of school leaders in Hong Kong. In the past,
most Hong Kong principals had little or no formal pre-service training before
they took their positions, but recently there is a policy of mandatory certification
of principalship before aspirants taking up positions. This study does provide
some important findings for educational policy makers to reflect on and develop
strategies in planning for continuous professional development of school
principals and aspiring principals in Hong Kong.

For years, scholars in different parts of the world have debated the issue of
whether or not people could receive adequate professional preparation for the
principalship through academic experiences on university campuses. In the past,
Hong Kong educationists were of the opinion that there was no better preparation
for leadership than on-the-job experience as a head of department, member of
senior management team and deputy headship. They did not support the American
practice of pre-service training in university campuses as a pre-condition for
principalship. Since the late-1990s Hong Kong educational system has been
encouraging the candidates for principalship to have higher degrees especially
in the area of educational administration and leadership. The Education and
Manpower Bureau in Hong Kong has recently commissioned the Faculties of
Education of the Chinese University of Hong Kong (2002-07), the University
of Hong Kong (2004-06), the Hong Kong Baptist University (2006-07) and
the Hong Kong Institute of Education (2004—07) to launch preparation for
principalship (PFP) courses for aspiring principals to encourage prospective
principals to acquire basic skills in educational leadership and management.

Moreover, this study reveals the Hong Kong principals’ perspectives regarding
the importance of various topic areas for pre-service and in-service training.
In making recommendations for the improvement of pre-service and in-service
training programs for school principals, they have suggested a few important
areas that are considered to be most important. Moreover, the Hong Kong
principals want to place emphasis on connecting theory with practice and
especially on the observation of exemplary educational administrators and
group-work.

After all, effective principals are those who create effective schools where the
future generations can be educated and trained to take their place in an ever
changing world. The principals’ views and voices have strong implications for
developing and restructuring the existing continuing professional development
programs for school principals and suggest much closer links between the schools
and the universities.
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