
I n recent years, the 
importance of school 

leadership has become more 
relevant due to the broad 
international tendency toward 
policies the favor 
decentralization. These policies 
have awarded greater powers 
and responsibilities to schools 
and, at the same time, have 
motivated a growing demand 
for accountability, pushing 
these schools to achieve 
certain goals and standards in 
limited time periods. Today, 
like never before, school 
principals are held responsible 
for the success or failure of 
their schools, even in matters 
over which they have little 
influence. 
 
In Chile, there has been a 
recent trend towards the 
empowerment of school 
principals. In the last five years, 
Law 20.501 –Law for Quality 
and Equity in Education (LCE)– 
was passed, establishing 
selection mechanisms that 
contribute to a more 
appropriate performance in the 
managerial role, strengthening 
the status and powers of 
principals. i This law enhances 
the importance of principals 

and holds them accountable for 
the results achieved by the 
schools. The objective of the 
law is to make principals 
educational leaders within their 
school communities, relying on  
their ability to make a positive 
impact in favor of quality.  
 
Taking into consideration the 
findings presented in the book 
What Do We Know about 
School Principals in Chile? , it is 
possible to make six assertions 
about the critical role of 
principals for school success.  

 
First assertion:  

Principals are generally old 
and are mostly women; they 
differ significantly depending 
on the types of institutions 
they lead; they are firmly 
dedicated to their role as 
managers; and –despite not 
receiving high wages– they are 
vastly satisfied with their 
work.  
 
When comparing Chilean 
principals with their Latin 
American counterparts (see 
Figure 1), they stand out 
because of their older age, 
which surpasses the regional 
average by 8 years on average 
(53 versus 45 years old). i i 
Nearly two-thirds of Chilean 
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principals are older than 51, and 
one in five is older than 61. ii i This 
trend of advanced age is more 
prevalent in state schools than in 
private schools, and is of 
particular concern among rural 
schools. Moreover, it is generally 
associated with a protracted 
career as a principal, as well as 
with an extended period of 
seniority in the schools where 
they currently teach – two areas 
in which Chilean principals rank 
highest in Latin America.  
 

This age trend is an example of 
how difficult it has been to update 
school management in recent 
decades, but above all, it poses 
the challenge of replacing these 
positions in the near future. In 
other words: who will replace 
many of the current principals in 
the next five or ten years? Are 
there sufficient and qualified 
candidates to fill the needs that 
lie ahead, particularly in the most 
remote and impoverished areas?   
 

From a gender standpoint, there 
is a clear preponderance of 
female over male principals (55% 
versus 45%) in Chile. This follows 
the trend in the region, where the 
proportion of women in this 
position is even higher overall. It 
is interesting to observe that this 
gender distribution is not 
homogeneous: there is greater 
male representation in the public 
sector than in the private sector, 
as well as in rural schools, 
technical-vocational schools, and 
adult schools. By contrast, 
establishments offering special 
education or early childhood 
education are almost exclusively 
led by females.  

 
Chilean principals are also 
characterized by their high 
dedication to their work. They are 
usually hired full time, do not 
have other jobs, and dedicate 
little time to teaching in the 
classroom. We do not always see 
this professionalization of school 
management in other countries in 
the region. According to Javier 
Murillo, 90% of Chilean principals 
dedicate more than 40 hours per 
week to their schools, while only 
30% of Latin American principals 
overall dedicate the same amount 
of time. iv  
 

In terms of salary, Chilean 
principals normally receive an 
hourly wage 20-25% higher than 
that of classroom teachers, but 
given their full-time contracts, 
the total income they receive is 
even greater. The average wage 
earned by principals working in 
the public sector is similar to that 
earned by those in the subsidized 
private sector, but the range of 
these wages is much lower in the 
former.v 

 

In any case, the difference 
between the principals of public 
and subsidized private schools 
goes beyond salary. There are two 
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Figure 1: Characteristics of School Principals in Latin America 



recruitment systems that operate 
in parallel (with different levels of 
formality and competition), and 
there is a range of duties assigned 
to principals that is significantly 
greater in the private sector.  
 

Chilean principals have a 
relatively high satisfaction with 
their work. In fact, when asked if 
they would like to be assigned to 
other schools, less than 10% of 
Chilean principals said yes –a 
much lower percentage than the 
average in Latin America overall–. 
These high levels of satisfaction 
are apparent in most of the areas 
addressed (salary, relationships 
with students and parents, 
professional development 
opportunities, among others).vi  

 
Second assertion:  
Principals have had long training 
periods, but these processes 
have not had a clear orientation 
towards the skills required to 
perform management functions, 
have not corresponded to the 
various stages of their careers, 
and have not been sufficiently 
regulated in terms of quality.   
 
The training process for Chilean 
principals has extensive formal 
periods that almost exclusively 
occur at universities. After 
completing their undergraduate 
teaching degrees, seven out of 
ten principals completed a 
specialized post-undergraduate 
training program of a year’s 
length or more, and 44% of 
principals have a master’s degree. 
This extensive training is 
particularly apparent in the public 
sector –where nine out of ten 
principals have some post-
graduate training– whose 

recruitment processes 
encourages principals 
to pursue these 
programs.vi i  

 

The length of the 
training that many 
principals have 
undergone does not, 
unfortunately, 
correspond to the 
opportunity or the 
quality of these 
processes. While there 
is a known framework of 
behavioral and practical skills that 
principals should develop, this 
has not been the priority 
benchmark in their training. In 
addition, there is no adequate 
distinction between the types of 
training required during the 
different stages of the process –
pre-service, orientation, and 
professional development–, as we 
observe a marked predominance 
of training in pre-service above 
the other areas, as well as a 
significant absence of orientation 
activities.vi i i In analyzing the life 
stories of school principals, the 
weight of direct learning from 
peers and on-the-job experiences 
is instrumental in the perception 
that principals have of their own 
training, but have only been 
minimally acknowledged by the 
predominant formal training 
systems. ix 

 

Assuring the quality of training 
programs offered to both current 
and future principals is an 
ongoing issue. There is a wide 
variety of courses and training 
programs that are offered to 
aspiring (or current) principals. 
But these are not based on well-
defined standards and criteria to 

assure appropriate quality, nor is 
there a system of monitoring and 
supervision to ensure that these 
standards are being met.x Thus, 
the time, energy, and money that 
many principals (and their 
employers) invest in advancing 
their training are not producing 
the desired results in the majority 
of cases.   
 
Third assertion:  
Principals are pressured to 
achieve measurable results by 
employers who usually do not 
provide the necessary support to 
achieve those results. This 
pressure is channeled through 
various strategies in which 
principals try to involve the 
teaching staff, a group with 
which they have a good working 
relationship overall, but which 
demands greater technical-
pedagogical support.  
 
The work of principals is not 
carried out autonomously, but 
rather is subordinate to the 
guidelines given to them by their 
employers. The employers set 
certain goals to be achieved, as 
well as provide –or do not 
provide– certain resources for the 
goals to be carried out. It is 
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difficult to imagine a case in 
which principals are able to attain 
sustainable success over time 
without the guidance and the 
technical, financial, and political 
support of their employers (public 
or private). For there to be a 
display of managerial leadership 
by school principals, it takes 
factors such as the creation of 
networks between school leaders, 
the diagnosis and monitoring of 
school and learning processes, 
training and ongoing 
development for teachers and 
principals, or the implementation 
of an adequate incentive system 
for principals.xi  

 

Employers require principals to 
achieve certain outcomes, two of 
the most important being 
sustainment (or increase) of 
enrollment at the institution, and 
the achievement of certain scores 
on standardized tests. There are 
many distinct strategies that 
urban school principals 
implement to achieve these two 
goals. These strategies require an 
orchestrator role on the part of 
the principal, who must articulate 
the set of processes and internal 
and external actors involved in 
the management of the school, 
which –furthermore– makes it 
unfeasible to visualize the 
principal as someone who can 
focus exclusively on classroom 
activities and technical support 
for teachers.xi i  

 

The strength of the leadership in 
the school is decisively tied to the 
relationship principals establish 
with their faculty. Existing data 
about this link shows important 
strengths, but also areas of risk. 
On the one hand, teachers 

generally appreciate their 
principals, which shows there is 
confidence in significant personal 
qualities (honesty, commitment, 
respect) and in their work as 
major leaders in the school. On 
the other hand, teachers see 
shortcomings in terms of 
principal’s lack of knowledge in 
technical-pedagogical subjects, 
and their limited development of 
practices related to classroom 
instruction (for example, 
classroom observation and 
feedback to teachers).xi ii  

 
Fourth assertion:  
Principals can make a difference 
in learning outcomes of students, 
which is why it is critical for 
them to  develop “soft 
management” skills, and above 
all, to achieve a positive impact 
on the work of teachers in the 
classroom (who mediate the 
relationship between the 
principal and students).  
 
The school is an institution based 
on the values of cooperation and 
service, and with a high emotional 
involvement of its members. In 
the school culture, adequate “soft 
management” skills, as well as 
transformational 
leadership from the 
principal, affects the 
learning of students.xiv 
Hence, it is important 
that principals have an 
influence on the creation 
of a school climate 
focused on academics, 
with high standards and 
expectations by teachers 
with respect to student 
performance. The 
performance of students 
is connected with the 

managerial leadership and school 
climate.xv Even when working in 
contexts of socioeconomic 
disadvantage, there is a synergy 
between these three dimensions 
in schools that achieve high 
performance.  
 
It is possible to operationalize the 
influence of school management 
on student outcomes by building 
models that identify the variables 
of managerial leadership that 
have the greatest impact on the 
pedagogical work of teachers, and 
consequently, on the students. 
One example is the model 
developed by Professor Kenneth 
Leithwood, which is based on the 
identification of four strategic 
dimensions (setting directions, 
developing people, redesigning 
the organization, and managing 
instruction). Seen from a different 
perspective, the impact of 
principals on teaching occurs by 
influencing the motivation of 
teachers, by changing their 
working conditions, and by 
improving their abilities and 
competencies. This latter 
dimension is the one principals in 
primary schools are less able to 
“mobilize.”  
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The available literature has 
highlighted the importance of the 
definitions of the various types 
and styles of leadership that 
principals can develop, as well as 
on the study of the impact they 
can have on student outcomes. 
Several studies show that the 
influence of managerial 
leadership increases when 
principals successfully affect the 
perception of collective efficacy 
among teachers of the 
educational establishment, and 
when the students are mobilized 

to follow academic goals.  
 
Fifth assertion:  
Policies aimed specifically at 
principals are very recent and 
there is a long history that has 
assigned principals a 
predominantly administrative 
and secondary role. In Chile, 
policies have been modified so 
that principals exercise a role of 
pedagogical leadership in 
schools, with a resulting increase 
in their powers vis-a-vis the 
teachers and in their 
accountability for the results 
achieved. 
 
The movement towards the 
educational empowerment of 
principals in Chile came just five 
years ago. The role of the director 
went from an intermediate 
position in a civil servant career 
within the Ministry of Education 
to a terminal position in the 
school. There was also a shift 
from regulated training which 
operated as a filter for access to 
higher positions, to a wide variety 
of training opportunities that are 
decided upon by the individuals 
themselves and which do not 

necessarily have direct 
consequences on their careers.  
 

In the impulse of managerial 
leadership, there has been a 
combination of provision of 
greater powers to the principals 
with a requirement to be 
accountable for the main results 
of the school. But the new 
leadership role represents not 
only a transformation of the link 
towards the top (with the 
employer) but also towards the 
bottom (with the teachers). 
Hence, these greater powers 
involve a substantial change in 
the entrenched concept of 
professional autonomy of 
teachers, who until recently were 
seen as “lords and masters” of 
the classroom, and now have 
orientation and technical-
pedagogical supervision 
from the management of 
the school. 
 

In the last two decades, 
there has been a trend in 
favor of managerial 
leadership, showing the 
existence of a set of key 
milestones such as the 
legal definition of 
managerial work as “to 
direct and coordinate the 
institutional education 
project of the 
establishment”; the slow 
and gradual installation of 
mandatory contests for the 
director position in the municipal 
sector; or the recent attributions 
that allow principals to form their 
own management teams, and 
dissociate annually, for academic 
reasons, up to 5% of the teaching 

staff.
xvi 

 

Sixth assertion:  

We do not know enough about 
principals in Chile, and there is a 
need to address a wide research 
agenda. This must be enlightened 
by the ongoing international 
specialized discussion, but 
especially by the needs arising 
from the implementation of a 
firm and coherent policy towards 
these actors, which could 
significantly impact the quality of 
education as a whole. 
 
The information we have on the 
various aspects of the Chilean 
education system is clearly 
imbalanced, not only in terms of 
quality, but also in quantity and 
opportunity. Little or nothing is 
known about strategic matters 
such as learning in the technical 
and vocational sector, the 

characteristics of employers, or 
the impact of the Technical 
Educational Assistance (ATE in 
Spanish) in the school system. 
There is a need for more and 
better data to reach conclusions 
about school principals.  
 

Thus, relevant issues remain in 
the shadows, such as the 
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professional careers of principals 
and their mobility within and 
between establishments (the true 
“principal career”); the effective 
use of the specific assignments 
that principals have (such as 
performance allocation); the 
promotion principals have made 
(if any) in favor of the 
participation of different sectors 
in the management of 
establishments (such as school 
boards); the status of principals 
in rural areas, with the position of 
teachers in charge  in schools that 
only have one, two, or three 
teachers, and in the technical and 
vocational world; the actual 
operation of community 
committees in the selection 
process of municipal principals; 
or the results of different models 
of principal training. The 
systematic collection of this 
information would allow 
conducting higher-quality 
research on these themes; in 
return, such specialized research 
would allow us to assess whether 
the available information meets 
the criteria of relevance, 
timeliness, and usability.  
 

While in Chile the “principal 
question” shows its initial 
progress, the international 
literature has been developed for 
decades, so there is significant 
accumulation of knowledge on 
the subject. Learning more about 
school principals is not an 
academic exercise; it is a 
necessity that will allow us to 
develop better policies focused 
on these strategic actors. These 
policies are crucial because they 
benefit not only the schools 
where principals work, but also 
the entire system.  
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