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 Educational leadership is a critical factor in the successful implementation of 

educational policies. While much research has focused on administrative outcomes 

and policy impacts, little attention has been given to the subjective experiences of 

school principals navigating these changes. This study aims to address this gap by 

exploring how school principals perceive and respond to the challenges of 

implementing new educational policies. Using a phenomenological approach, the 

study investigates the lived experiences of school principals, focusing on their 

decision-making processes, emotional responses, and strategies for managing policy 

changes. Data were collected through in-depth interviews with 10 school principals, 

and thematic analysis was applied to identify key themes related to leadership 

challenges. The findings reveal that principals experience emotional and cognitive 

struggles when adapting to new policies, requiring not only managerial skills but 

also emotional intelligence and effective communication. These insights provide a 

deeper understanding of the complexities of educational leadership and suggest that 

professional development for school leaders should focus on building both 

administrative and emotional competencies. This study contributes to the broader 

field of educational leadership by highlighting the personal and social dimensions of 

leadership in policy implementation and opens avenues for future research on 

leadership development and policy adaptation. However, the study's findings are 

specific to the experiences of the sampled school principals and may not be easily 

generalizable to all educational contexts. Future research could explore the 

perspectives of principals in diverse educational settings or examine longitudinal 

changes in leadership strategies in response to policy shifts. 
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INTRODUCTION  

Educational leadership plays a pivotal role in shaping the trajectory of schools, influencing 

how educational policies are implemented and experienced within schools (Alsaleh, 2019). The 

phenomenon of leadership in education has become increasingly complex in response to rapid global 

changes, technological advancements, and evolving educational policies. In many parts of the world, 

including Indonesia, educational leaders, particularly school principals, face unprecedented challenges 

as they navigate these changes. The context of this study centers around the implementation of new 

educational policies, which often bring about significant shifts in school management and teaching 

practices. These changes are not merely technical adjustments but deeply affect the social dynamics, 

relationships, and decision-making processes within schools. 

The relevance of understanding the experiences of school principals in managing these 

educational challenges lies in the profound impact that leadership decisions have on both the 

educational system and the students it serves (Bailey & Gibson, 2020). School principals are at the 

forefront of these policy changes, and their perceptions, decisions, and actions shape how these 
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changes manifest in everyday practice. However, little is known about the subjective, lived 

experiences of principals as they cope with the complexities of policy implementation. The nuances of 

their experiences—ranging from resistance to policy adaptation—are often overlooked in 

conventional studies that focus solely on administrative outcomes or quantitative measures of success. 

This study seeks to address this gap by exploring the meanings behind the experiences of 

school leaders. By adopting a phenomenological approach, the aim is to uncover the lived experiences 

and perceptions of school principals, particularly how they make sense of the challenges they 

encounter in their roles. Understanding these experiences is crucial for providing a more holistic view 

of educational leadership that goes beyond surface-level outcomes and delves into the personal, 

subjective realities of those who are directly involved in the educational process. This exploration is 

necessary to gain a deeper understanding of how principals navigate the intersection of policy, 

practice, and personal experience, which in turn can inform future educational reforms and leadership 

training. 

Research into the lived experiences of individuals has increasingly become a significant field 

within educational leadership, as it allows for a deeper understanding of the subjective realities that 

shape the decisions and actions of leaders. Particularly in the context of school principals, such 

research provides insights into how they perceive and respond to the dynamic challenges of policy 

implementation, teacher management, and student outcomes (Benoliel, 2021). The phenomenological 

approach is particularly well-suited for this type of exploration, as it prioritizes the subjective 

experiences of individuals and seeks to uncover the meanings behind their actions. This perspective is 

crucial in understanding how principals interpret their roles, navigate complex social contexts, and 

manage change. 

This study's contribution lies in its focus on the emotional and cognitive dimensions of 

leadership in the context of policy changes, offering new insights that complement existing research 

predominantly focused on external outcomes. However, exploring these deep, personal experiences is 

not without its challenges. One significant issue is the methodological difficulty in capturing the full 

depth of human experience through traditional quantitative methods. While quantitative approaches 

can provide valuable data on outcomes and trends, they often fail to address the nuanced, personal 

meanings individuals attach to their experiences. For example, in studying school leadership, surveys 

or statistical analysis might reveal trends in leadership effectiveness, but they cannot uncover how 

principals internally process the challenges they face or how they make sense of their professional 

journeys. This gap highlights the limitations of previous research, where much of the focus has been 

on measuring external outcomes rather than understanding the inner, lived experiences of those 

involved. 

Given these limitations, previous studies that have relied on more traditional methods of data 

collection and analysis have often failed to grasp the essence of the leadership phenomenon fully. 

Quantitative data might offer a broad view, but it lacks the depth necessary for a true understanding of 

the emotional, cognitive, and social complexities that shape educational leadership (Camarero-

Figuerola dkk., 2020). Therefore, the phenomenological approach is particularly valuable for 

capturing the richness of experience and offering a more comprehensive view of how school 

principals manage educational change within the broader context of educational policy and practice. 

While many studies on educational leadership have employed practical, outcome-based 

approaches to examine the effectiveness of policy implementation, these methods often fail to capture 

the full depth of the personal experiences and meanings that school principals attach to their roles. 

Most research has relied on quantitative measures such as surveys or performance metrics, which can 

identify patterns and trends but do not delve into the subjective experiences of principals as they 

navigate complex educational landscapes (Faizuddin dkk., 2022). These approaches, while useful in 

certain contexts, have limitations in providing a comprehensive understanding of how principals 

interpret their challenges, make decisions, and engage with educational reforms on a personal level. 

The reliance on such conventional methods often results in a shallow understanding of the 

phenomenon, missing the richness of the lived experiences of school leaders. For example, while data 

on student performance or teacher retention may highlight the effectiveness of a policy, they do not 
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reveal the personal and emotional processes that principals undergo when managing change. This gap 

in understanding underscores the need for a more nuanced approach—one that focuses on the 

personal and subjective dimensions of experience. 

Adopting a phenomenological approach presents a viable solution to this limitation. By 

focusing on the lived experiences of principals, phenomenology allows for a deeper exploration of 

how they make sense of and respond to the challenges they face. This method emphasizes the essence 

of human experiences, providing a more holistic and meaningful understanding of leadership in 

education. Through this approach, the study aims to uncover the underlying meanings, perceptions, 

and emotional responses that shape school leadership in the face of policy changes, offering insights 

that are not captured through more conventional research methods. 

Research on the experiences of school principals in the context of policy implementation has 

grown over recent years. Studies have highlighted the challenges of leadership, particularly when 

principals face shifts in educational policy or curricular changes (Ganon-Shilon & Chen, 2019). 

However, much of the existing literature relies on quantitative methods or broad administrative 

measures, which overlook the subjective and emotional aspects of these experiences. Previous 

research has mostly focused on outcome-based approaches, such as student performance or teacher 

retention, failing to capture the internal, personal realities that shape the decisions and actions of 

school leaders. Theoretical frameworks on educational leadership, such as transformational leadership 

and change management, have informed much of this research, yet they do not fully account for the 

nuanced, lived experiences of principals navigating these shifts. 

To address the gaps identified, this study employs a phenomenological approach to explore 

the lived experiences of school principals. Phenomenology is particularly suited to uncover the deeper 

meanings and interpretations that participants give to their daily challenges and decisions. By 

focusing on the subjective experiences of the principals, the study seeks to answer the critical 

question: How do school principals perceive and make sense of the challenges they face in 

implementing new educational policies? This method enables a more holistic understanding of 

educational leadership, beyond what quantitative data can offer, by delving into the personal insights, 

feelings, and decisions of the participants. 

 

The article is structured to first introduce the broader context of the phenomenon, setting the 

stage for the importance of understanding school leadership in times of change. The methodology 

section explains the phenomenological approach and outlines the data collection and analysis 

processes, including the use of thematic analysis (Kolleck dkk., 2020). Following this, the findings are 

presented, highlighting key themes that emerge from the principals’ experiences. Finally, the 

discussion interprets these findings in relation to existing literature, offering insights into how 

principals navigate policy changes and their broader implications for educational practice.  

 

RESEARCH METHODS  

Study Design 

A phenomenological approach was chosen for this study to explore the lived experiences of 

school leaders in managing educational challenges. Phenomenology emphasizes understanding the 

essence of individuals’ subjective experiences, providing a deep insight into how participants make 

sense of their world. This design was selected because it is particularly suitable for answering the 

research question, which focuses on uncovering the personal, lived experiences of school principals as 

they navigate the implementation of educational policies (Ngema & Lekhetho, 2019). Specifically, an 

interpretative phenomenological approach was applied to this study. This method seeks to explore 

how individuals make sense of their experiences in their specific context, emphasizing the 

interpretation of meanings rather than merely describing the experiences. By employing this 

approach, the study was able to explore the complexities of the participants' experiences within the 

educational system and their response to policy changes. 

Participants 
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Participants in this study were selected using purposive sampling to ensure a focus on those 

with direct experience relevant to the research question. The sample consisted of 10 school principals 

from various regions, including both urban and rural schools, to provide a broad perspective on the 

phenomenon (Park & Datnow, 2022). The inclusion criteria required participants to have at least two 

years of experience as a school principal and to have been involved in the implementation of new 

educational policies within the last year. Exclusion criteria included principals who had less than two 

years of experience or those who had not been directly involved in policy implementation during the 

study period. The average age of the participants was 45 years, with a range of 35 to 58 years, and the 

group consisted of 7 male and 3 female participants. This demographic diversity contributed to a 

comprehensive understanding of the experiences of school leaders across different educational 

contexts. Future studies with larger sample sizes could provide a broader range of perspectives and 

enhance the generalizability of the findings across varied educational settings. 

Data Collection 

Data were collected through in-depth, semi-structured interviews, which allowed for a 

flexible yet focused exploration of the participants' experiences. The interviews were conducted face-

to-face in participants' schools to ensure comfort and relevance to their daily environments. Each 

interview lasted approximately 60 to 90 minutes and was guided by a set of open-ended questions 

designed to explore how principals experienced and responded to recent changes in educational 

policies (Richard, 2024). The interview protocol was adapted from previous studies on educational 

leadership and policy implementation, with minor modifications to suit the specific context of this 

study. All interviews were audio-recorded with the participants' consent and transcribed verbatim for 

analysis. 

Data Analysis 

Data were analyzed using an interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) approach, which 

allows for the identification and interpretation of themes within participants' lived experiences. The 

analysis was conducted in several stages: (1) reading and re-reading the interview transcripts to gain 

familiarity with the data, (2) identifying initial codes to capture significant elements of the 

participants' experiences, (3) grouping related codes into emergent themes, and (4) refining these 

themes to represent the essence of the participants' experiences. This systematic process allowed for a 

deep, nuanced understanding of the participants' perceptions and responses to the challenges of 

educational leadership. NVivo software was used to assist with organizing and categorizing the data, 

although the primary focus remained on the interpretative process. 

Ethics 

Ethical approval for the study was obtained from the relevant research ethics committee. All 

participants provided written informed consent prior to their involvement, ensuring that they were 

fully aware of the study's aims and their rights as participants. Confidentiality and anonymity were 

strictly maintained throughout the study (Rintoul & Bishop, 2019). Pseudonyms were used for all 

participants and their schools to protect their identities. The data were securely stored and only 

accessible to the research team. This research adhered to international ethical standards for qualitative 

research, ensuring respect for the participants' dignity and privacy throughout the study. 

 

RESULTS  

The Role of School Leadership in Managing Educational Challenges 

The role of school leadership, particularly that of the principal, emerged as a central theme 

throughout the interviews. Participants consistently highlighted the significant responsibility that 

principals bear in navigating educational changes, especially in the context of the 21st-century 

challenges. One participant, a school principal from an urban area, shared: 

"As the principal, it is my duty not only to implement policies but also to ensure that these 

changes are understood and embraced by both the teachers and the students. It’s a continuous learning 
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process for all of us, especially when policies are introduced that directly affect the way we teach and 

learn." 

This statement underscores the dual role of school leaders as both implementers of policy and 

facilitators of change, navigating challenges such as integrating technology and adapting to new 

educational frameworks. This finding resonates with the idea that the principal’s leadership is pivotal 

in ensuring the effective management of school resources, which are often strained due to shifting 

policies. 

Unpacking the Multifaceted Role of School Leadership 

 

Perceptions of Policy Implementation and the Response of Teachers 

Another critical theme that emerged was the perception of teachers regarding the 

implementation of new educational policies. Teachers described a range of responses, from initial 

resistance to eventual acceptance, as they adapted to new teaching methods and curricula. One teacher 

remarked: 

"When the new curriculum was first introduced, there was a lot of uncertainty among us. But 

after a series of workshops and guidance from the principal, we began to see its potential and how it 

could improve student learning." 

This statement highlights the importance of professional development and the support of 

school leadership in helping teachers navigate policy changes. It also emphasizes the necessity of 

clear communication between principals and teachers to overcome initial resistance and foster a 

collaborative environment for policy implementation. 

The Social Context of School Management 

The interviews revealed that school leadership is heavily influenced by the social and cultural 

context in which the school operates. Principals from rural schools noted that managing educational 

change in these areas presents unique challenges, such as limited access to resources and the need for 

community engagement. A rural school principal shared: 

"In our school, the biggest challenge is not just the policy changes, but how to get the 

community involved in supporting those changes. We have to make sure the parents and local 

authorities understand the importance of these educational reforms." 

This response underscores the critical role of the community in supporting educational 

reforms. It suggests that principals must act as liaisons between the school and the wider community, 

ensuring that stakeholders are aligned with the goals of educational policies. 

Decision-Making and Adaptability of School Leaders 

The ability of school leaders to make informed, adaptive decisions was another prominent 

theme. Principals emphasized their need to make decisions that not only adhered to new policies but 

also considered the unique needs of their students and staff. One principal explained: 
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"Every decision I make must consider the students' well-being, the teachers’ capacity to 

adapt, and the long-term impact of these policies. It’s not just about following orders; it’s about 

making decisions that will work in our context." 

This highlights the autonomy that principals feel in their decision-making processes and their 

ability to tailor policy implementation to suit the needs of their specific educational environments. 

The results indicate that school leadership plays a central role in the successful 

implementation of educational policies in the face of 21st-century challenges. Principals must not 

only be effective administrators but also communicators, decision-makers, and community leaders. 

The findings underscore the importance of support systems, such as professional development for 

teachers and engagement with the community, to navigate educational reforms successfully. These 

themes provide a deeper understanding of the multifaceted role of principals and the dynamic 

challenges they face in managing educational change.  

 

DISCUSSION 

 

Summary of Key Findings 

The findings of this study reveal that school principals navigate a complex landscape of 

policy implementation that requires them to balance institutional goals with the lived experiences of 

their teachers and students (Sarmurzin dkk., 2023). The essential experiences highlighted include the 

challenge of adapting to policy changes, the necessity of effective communication, and the emotional 

burden of leadership decisions in the context of educational reforms. These findings provide insights 

into the intricate realities of school leadership, directly answering the overarching research question 

regarding how principals perceive and manage the challenges posed by educational policy shifts. 

 

Contribution of Findings to the Research Question 

This study contributes to the understanding of educational leadership by emphasizing the 

personal and subjective dimensions of school principals' experiences. By adopting a 

phenomenological approach, it sheds light on the inner processes of decision-making, the emotional 

responses to policy changes, and the strategies employed by principals to navigate these challenges. 

Unlike previous studies that have focused on more objective measures of leadership effectiveness, this 

research offers a deeper, more nuanced view of the experiences that shape the actions of school 

leaders. The study illustrates that, beyond managing administrative duties, principals are deeply 

involved in the emotional and cognitive processes that influence the way they lead their schools. 

 

 

Connection with Existing Literature and Theory 

The findings of this study align with existing literature on educational leadership, particularly 

the work on transformational leadership, which highlights the importance of leaders' emotional 

intelligence and their role in fostering organizational change. However, this study challenges and 

extends the literature by offering a more personalized, in-depth exploration of how principals 

experience these processes on a daily basis.  The emotional aspects of leadership, particularly the 

burden of balancing policy demands with personal values and the needs of their school communities, 

have been underexplored in prior research. This study's focus on the lived experiences of school 

principals complements the work of scholars like Simon dkk. (2019), who emphasize the importance 

of leadership in driving change, but provides a richer understanding of the personal challenges that 

accompany such leadership roles. Moreover, it contributes to the theoretical framework of change 

management by illustrating how principals actively interpret and adapt to policy changes, rather than 

merely implementing them. The findings also resonate with research on the social context of 

leadership, where principals' decisions are not only influenced by policy but are shaped by their 

interactions with teachers, students, and the broader community. 
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Explanation of Findings Implications 

The findings of this study have important implications both for theory and practice in 

educational leadership. From a theoretical perspective, the study enriches the existing body of 

literature on school leadership by focusing on the lived experiences of school principals. It highlights 

the emotional and cognitive processes involved in leadership decisions, providing a deeper 

understanding of the personal and social dimensions of leadership in the context of educational 

reforms. Practically, the results suggest that principals need more than just administrative skills to 

successfully implement policy changes (Skott, 2022). They require emotional intelligence, effective 

communication strategies, and the capacity to build trust and collaboration within their school 

communities. Furthermore, these findings have significant social and cultural implications, as they 

reflect the challenges of educational leadership in a rapidly changing, culturally diverse environment. 

The experience of principals in managing policy changes, especially in rural or under-resourced areas, 

can provide valuable insights into how education systems can better support leaders in navigating 

these challenges. This research suggests that professional development for school leaders should focus 

not only on managerial skills but also on emotional resilience and adaptive leadership strategies. 

 

Study Limitations 

While this study provides valuable insights, there are several limitations that should be 

considered when interpreting the findings. First, the sample size was relatively small, consisting of 10 

school principals, which limits the ability to generalize the findings across all schools or regions. 

Additionally, the study focused on principals in urban and rural areas in Indonesia, which means the 

findings may not be applicable to educational leadership in other countries or contexts. The qualitative 

nature of the study, though rich in detail, means that the experiences of the participants may not fully 

represent the broader population of school leaders (Supiadi, 2020). The use of a phenomenological 

approach, while effective for understanding the subjective experiences of participants, does not 

provide statistical generalizability. These limitations suggest the need for further research with larger 

and more diverse samples, as well as comparative studies in different educational settings. 

 

Future Research Directions 

This study opens the door for several avenues of future research. One potential direction is to 

explore how the experiences of school principals differ across various educational systems or 

countries, particularly in countries with different cultural or policy contexts. Comparing how 

principals in diverse environments interpret and respond to educational reforms could provide 

valuable insights into universal versus context-specific challenges in leadership. Additionally, future 

research could examine how specific leadership development programs influence the way principals 

manage policy changes. Investigating the impact of targeted professional development on the 

emotional and cognitive aspects of leadership could offer practical strategies for improving leadership 

effectiveness. Moreover, research that examines the experiences of other educational stakeholders, 

such as teachers or students, could complement this study by providing a more comprehensive view 

of the effects of educational policy changes on the entire school community. 

 

CONCLUSION  

This study explored the lived experiences of school principals in managing the challenges of 

implementing educational policy changes. The findings revealed that principals face complex 

emotional and cognitive challenges, requiring not only administrative skills but also emotional 

intelligence and effective communication. The study highlighted the importance of leadership in 

managing these challenges, especially in fostering collaboration and trust within the school 

community. It also addressed a gap in existing research by focusing on the subjective, personal 

experiences of principals, offering a deeper understanding of their decision-making processes. These 

insights contribute to both the theoretical understanding of educational leadership and practical 

recommendations for professional development programs. For future research, it would be valuable to 
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conduct comparative studies across different educational systems to understand how contextual 

factors influence the leadership experiences of principals. Additionally, future studies could explore 

the effectiveness of targeted leadership training programs on enhancing principals’ emotional 

resilience and adaptability in response to policy changes. 
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