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The evidence suggests that a strong relationship between school leaders and 
education stakeholders is critically important for securing better outcomes for 
all students, particularly but not exclusively during times of crisis, like 
COVID-19. The international evidence about the impact of COVID-19 
highlights the centrality of stakeholder engagement in maintaining and 
sustaining positive learning for all students. The evidences unequivocally show 
that stakeholder engagement in students’ learning can have a profound and 
positive impact on students’ attainment and achievement. 

Much progress has been made during COVID-19, and many school leaders have 
successfully adapted their practices to meet extreme challenges and 
unprecedented learner needs through engaging virtually with their education 
stakeholders. School leaders need to continue to communicate, engage, and 
work with all their education stakeholders to ensure that the high-quality 
learning is maintained but also that future improvements are made. The quality 
of the relationships between school leaders and education stakeholders 
therefore remains critically important in securing positive outcomes for young 
people, particularly during  prolonged periods of remote learning.  

When students receive structured and mutual support for their learning, from 
both home and school, the evidence shows that the impact on their learning 
gains can be dramatic. The most effective way to establish a quality learning 
environment for students is to ensure that teachers are motivated, capable, and 
skilled professionals who can teach effectively either face to face or remotely.
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Executive Summary

Policy Recommendations

• Policy directives and incentives are needed that underline to school leaders the 
importance of engaging (rather than involving) education stakeholders, 
particularly families, in students’ learning.

• Programmes of specific support that address the mental health and emotional 
needs of students, teachers, school leaders and their families are now needed to 
maintain and sustain effective learning for all,

The Relationship Between School Leaders and Education Stakeholders
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• A national programme of support for schools to maximise education 
stakeholder engagement would help school leaders to consolidate and 
improve their approaches, particularly during periods of remote learning .

• Programmes of family support are essential to ensure that positive 
relationships are built upon by school leaders and extended to maximise 
students’ learning.

• The sharing of good and effective education stakeholder engagement 
practices during COVID-19 with all school leaders should be a key policy 
priority. 

• Online professional learning, for  schools and education stakeholders should 
focus on overcoming the challenges of remote learning for learners.

• Community engagement in schooling is crucial to ensure that schools can 
adjust to any future crisis and guarantee continuity of learning for all students 
hence it should be a policy priority.

• Specific support needs to be given to school leaders and their education 
stakeholders post pandemic - academic support, technological support, 
operational support, and interpersonal relationship support.

The Relationship Between School Leaders and Education Stakeholders



United Nations
Educational, Scientific and

Cultural Organization
المركز اإلقليمي للتخطيط التربوي

The Relationship Between School Leaders and Education Stakeholders

In 2020, COVID-19 radically redefined the routine practices of schools, colleges, 
and universities with the profound consequence that learning and teaching 
pivotally changed in that moment. Leaders of education institutions, and their 
education stakeholders, had to quickly adjust to the practical, pedagogical, and 
financial implications of the pandemic, often without clear guidance or direction, 
as the pace was too fast, the multiple changes required were too great, and the 
pressure was relentless.

The societal, economic, and emotional impact of COVID-19 and its aftermath is 
incalculable. The pandemic has dramatically re-arranged what is meant by 
education and how it is delivered, globally. It has disproportionately affected 
certain learners and has triggered a mental health crisis among young and old, 
that is unlikely to disappear any time soon. In terms of education, the  most 
vulnerable and less fortunate have been hit the hardest, placing issues of equity 
centrally in the minds of all education stakeholders. 

The evidence suggests that young people living and learning in very different 
contexts and situations, have been unevenly affected by the pandemic (Harris & 
Jones, 2020). Some children have had access to all the technology they have 
needed to learn, others have not had reliable internet or in some cases even a 
laptop. The inequality in learning opportunities has inevitably created gaps with 
some children unable to reach their full potential because of their personal and 
material circumstances (Sahlberg, 2020). 

There have been discussions, in different jurisdictions, about the learning loss 
that students have experienced because of COVID, through no fault of their own. 
Others have argued, more positively, that that students have gained many skills 
during the pandemic and have learned other things during lockdown. Inevitably, 
both are true but affect young people in disproportionate and inequitable ways.  
At the forefront of schooling during COVID-19 have been those who lead 
schools and those education stakeholders within and outside the school. School 
leaders have played and continue to play a pivotal role in ensuring that all young 
people have had access to learning, often putting in compensatory of special 
arrangements to support families or young people who are most in need. During 
the pandemic, school leaders have had to find new ways of communicating and 
interacting with their education stakeholders, including their students. 

Introduction
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The Relationship Between School Leaders and Education Stakeholders

School leaders had to quickly adapt to changed circumstances and build 
powerful alliances with all key education stakeholders, particularly those within 
the local community. For those leading schools, colleges and universities in 
various countries, and their education stakeholders, the immediate impact of 
COVID-19 has been to re-locate learning, teaching and assessment within a 
virtual world.  This has demanded a rapid rethink of the way that learning is 
understood, assessed, and led. It has overturned pedagogical practices in ways 
that were unthinkable just a year ago and repositioned the computer or smart 
phone or iPad as the central source of learning and teaching.

Schools had to adjust to teaching remotely, without warning and those leading 
schools had to quickly remodel and reshape their leadership and engagement 
with education stakeholders in ways that met the needs of the crisis. School 
leaders had to lead virtually, remotely, drawing upon different leadership skills 
than those previously required. School leaders had to distribute leadership 
effectively and efficiently, relying on building and maintaining relationships with 
their education stakeholders through on-line connections rather than face to 
face conversations. 

The emerging evidence base about school leadership and their education 
stakeholders during COVID reinforces that the demands have been dramatic 
and relentless. COVID-19 have been under has brough significant stress, as the 
unpredictable and unprecedented demands of the pandemic unfolded. The 
personal toll on school leaders and their education stakeholders has been 
significant and for some, damaging to their well being and mental health. 

Yet, school leadership remains the second most significant influence on students’ 
achievement and attainment, following the influence of the teacher (Leithwood, 
Harris and Hopkins, 2020). During COVID, school leadership has been a critical 
factor in the continuity of learning and ensuring ongoing engagement with 
education stakeholders for the benefit of all learners. International evidence 
repeatedly shows that the correlation between the quality of leadership and the 
quality of schooling is strong but in times of crisis, the relationship is even far 
more powerful.
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The Relationship Between School Leaders and Education Stakeholders

This short paper focuses on the relationship between school leaders and 
education stakeholders. It considers the policy level implications that arise from 
the changing expectations of leadership and education stakeholders in a 
pandemic and in an emerging post pandemic phase. It presents an overview of 
findings from the contemporary literature, highlighting some of the key issues 
facing those leading schools and their efforts to engage education stakeholders 
in supporting remote learning. 

The paper addresses three questions:

1. How can school leaders support students, teachers, and families during 
remote learning?

2. What challenges related to student learning should school leaders be 
prepared to face during periods of remote learning? How can these be 
overcome?

3.  How can school leaders work with teachers’ and students’ families to 
establish effective, quality learning environments for students?
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Literature Review
This section considers the evidence base relating to school leaders and their 
education stakeholders within a  contemporary context. While there is a great 
deal of evidence relating to school leadership and education stakeholder 
engagement pre COVID, the demands of the pandemic have largely redefined 
and recalibrated this relationship. Hence this paper focuses on the evidence base 
that has emerged about school leaders and their education stakeholders in 
COVID times, largely because the pandemic has redefined schooling globally and 
reset relationships at all levels within and outside the school.

Unsurprisingly, much of the available academic literature focuses just upon 
school leadership during COVID19 and not the relationship between school 
leaders and their education stakeholders. Hence the literature review trawled 
the school leadership literature, initially, to seek out specific evidence relating to 
school leaders and education stakeholder engagement.

The timeframe for the literature review was just over a year from February 2020 
to April 2021 covering the peak of the pandemic. In this literature review, a 
bibliometric and thematic approach was used to identify, gather and to 
summarise the available academic literature. Bibliometrics is the quantitative 
analysis of scholarly publications, intended to provide an indication of their 
impact on academic and public discourse. 

In terms of systematically recording findings from the review process, all 
working documents, including the full published version of the selected articles, 
were uploaded to a shared folder on Google Drive. The literature review involved 
the following stages:

1. Setting Keywords

2. Selecting databases

3. Defining search criteria

4. Downloading the selected articles

5. Analytical framework

6. Extracting information from the articles into the analytical framework
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In terms of searching the academic literature, it was decided to use a range of 
databases to identify relevant scholarly articles and to cross-check these 
databases to ensure that all the retrieved information was accurate, and no 
publication was missed. It was decided to use the EBSCOHOST research 
database as the main online reference system. This is accessible via the internet 
and offers a variety of proprietary and professional full text databases from 
leading information providers. EBSOHOST databases include: 

1. Academic Search Complete
2. British Education Index
3. Education Abstracts 
4. Education Research Complete
5. Education Administration Abstracts
6. Education Resources Information Centre (ERIC) 

The Relationship Between School Leaders and Education Stakeholders

The main keywords used in this review were School Leadership  AND Synonyms 
of COVID. These keywords were then tested in the selected databases and the 
results were recorded. The reason for testing these keywords was to identify the 
number of returned articles for each specific term used. Some search terms 
returned no articles at all in the databases, so some refinements and 
readjustments were required. To narrow the search criteria and for a more 
precise and quicker search, a syntax of keywords was created using logical 
operators such as “And”, “Or”. The final list of keywords used in the literature 
search was: 

• School *lead*   AND
• COVID OR
• COVID 19 or COVID-19  OR
• SARS-Cov2  OR Cov-19  OR
• Pandemic OR
• Corona or Corona Virus OR
• Lockdown OR
• Flattening the curve OR
• Education stakeholders AND
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Outside the special editions of ISEA, the search focused on

• Peer-reviewed academic journals
• Articles in the English language
• Articles published between Feb 2020- April 2021
• Keywords in title of the article

The PRISMA (2008) approach was adopted in the review. This approach 
comprises the following three phases: identification, screening, eligibility, and 
selection to ensure the inclusion of papers. 

1. Papers were identified through the initial results of the broad electronic 
literature search. 
2. Papers were eliminated that did not meet the inclusion criteria and 
duplicate sources were removed.
3. Decisions about the eligibility of papers was based upon reading all full 
texts.
4. Selection of papers followed re-checking for suitability of the focus and 
content.  

The Relationship Between School Leaders and Education Stakeholders

Outside this systematic search of the evidence, in May 2020, the Editor of the 
journal ‘International Studies in Educational Administration (ISEA)’ published a 
call for papers that addressed educational responses to the pandemic. The 59 
academic papers that resulted were a mix of conceptual, empirical and country 
level reports that were published across four issues of the ISEA journal (volume 
48, issues3-1, and volume 49,issue1). 

Of the 59 published papers, 29 papers were found to match some of the search 
criteria used in this literature review and many of these papers touched upon the 
relationship between the school leader and education stakeholders. While some 
of these these papers do not specifically match all the pre-defined search 
keywords, on closer reading it was clear that the content was congruent and 
appropriate. All volumes of the special issues of ISEA are open-access and 
available through the website of the ‘Commonwealth Council for Educational 
Administration and Management’ (www.cceam.net). Across the four issues, 
there are many countries represented, the 27 papers finally selected touch upon 
a range of leadership issues within different contexts. 
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Table 1 43 =Number of papers form BSHOSHOT and ISEA special issues

While much of the contemporary writing on school leadership and stakeholder 
engagement  remains variable in content and quality, the journal articles selected 
as part of this review have been peer reviewed and open to external scrutiny 
along with journal specific quality assurance processes. 

The Relationship Between School Leaders and Education Stakeholders

Step  Results

EBSCOHOST Databases

 ISEA special issues

Identification 

Screening

Final selection (16)

Identification 

Screening

Final section 

Total results (EBSCOHOST+ ISEA)

175

38

15

59

29

27

42

Table 1 below outlines the review process, from the identification to the final 
section:
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Seven Core Themes

Theme 1 (Under Pressure) This theme concerns the changing nature of 
leadership requirements during the pandemic and the greater demands placed 
on education stakeholders during this time. While principals are critical to 
improving schools, the job-related stress and burnout were factors that also 
applied to education stakeholders. Families, students, and teaching staff were 
worn down by the ongoing stress of the pandemic. COVID-19 has exacerbated 
principal burnout because of the added demands and transitions associated with 
school closures, reopening, and social distancing protocols (DeMatthews et al, 
2020). 

Hauseman et al (2020) notes how school leaders and many of their education 
stakeholders have experienced work intensification as a direct result of 
COVID-19 and have felt under intense pressure to perform a much-changed 
leadership function and role. Harris and Jones (2020) highlight how the 
expectations placed on school leaders and their education stakeholders during 
the pandemic have resulted in greater pressures and increased stress. 

Pollock (2020) reinforces the changing nature of school leaders’ work during this 
crisis and characterises it as leadership in times of predictability to leadership in 
times of uncertainty. This work highlights the changing nature of school 
leadership through necessity rather than choice and the pressure placed upon all 
education stakeholders but particularly students. Argyropoulou, et al (2021) 
note that school leaders and education stakeholders had to cope with multiple 
managerial and emotional issues during the pandemic that caused them extra 
stress. The evidence underlines how the challenges that have accompanied the 
pandemic have placed undue pressure on school leaders and those they serve 
(Hylton -Fraser and Hylton, 2020; Kafa and Pashiardis, 2020).

Theme 2 (Emotional Stress) This theme focuses on the way the increased 
pressure felt by school leaders and education stakeholders has directly affected 
their physical, emotional, and mental well-being  (Harris and Jones, 2020; Girelli 
et al, 2020; Helake, 2000 Kavrayıcı, & Kesim, 2021). The available literature 
clearly outlines the way in which the pandemic has had a negative impact on the   
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mental and emotional health of school leaders, students, teachers, families, and 
community members.

Coping with a dramatically shifting and unpredictable set of circumstances over 
time has taken its toll on those working with and within schools. Stasel (2020) 
outlines the tremendous stress that school leaders have been under during the 
pandemic but notes the centrality of hope and resilience as the core 
characteristics that have helped them make it through the crisis. Huber et al 
(2020) emphasise the extent of the stress reported by school leaders and 
students in different countries and underlines the fragility of many school 
leaders and students who continue to manage their way through this crisis. 

Beauchamp et al (2020) note the strain placed on school leaders because of not 
meeting their colleagues and education stakeholders, face to face. They conclude 
that ‘people miss people’ is as true for school leaders as for the education 
stakeholders and young people they serve. Argyropoulou, and Papaioannou 
(2021) underline that school leaders have had to cope with multiple managerial 
demands created by the pandemic and that the increased sense of 
accountability, accompanying the demands, have had a negative impact on their 
wellbeing, in general. Where school leaders have distributed leadership widely 
and wisely, evidence would suggest that the stress has been shared and school 
leaders have felt more supported and able to cope (Azorin, Harris and Jones, 
2020) .

stakeholders and young people they serve. Argyropoulou, and Papaioannou 
(2021) underline that school leaders have had to cope with multiple managerial 
demands created by the pandemic and that the increased sense of 
accountability, accompanying the demands, have had a negative impact on their 
wellbeing, in general. Where school leaders have distributed leadership widely 
and wisely, evidence would suggest that the stress has been shared and school 
leaders have felt more supported and able to cope (Azorin, Harris and Jones, 
2020) .
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Theme 3 (Adaptive Leadership) This theme looks at the way in which school 
leaders have practically adapted their leadership practices through the 
pandemic. Fornaro et al (2021)  outlines the way in which school leaders have 
offered support to education stakeholders through a changed or adaptive 
leadership approach. They propose that school leaders have offered their 
education stakeholders four levels of support through the pandemic – academic 
support, technological support, operational support and interpersonal 
relationship support. Other evidence underlines how that the most effective 
school leaders have offered their education stakeholders a wide range of 
support, including emotional support, that goes beyond far beyond the 
instrumental and purely functional dimensions of the leadership role (Dewes, 
2020; Talsera, 2020; Thorton, 2021)

support, technological support, operational support and interpersonal 
relationship support. Other evidence underlines how that the most effective 
school leaders have offered their education stakeholders a wide range of 
support, including emotional support, that goes beyond far beyond the 
instrumental and purely functional dimensions of the leadership role (Dewes, 
2020; Talsera, 2020; Thorton, 2021)

Sleiman, (2021) offers a critical analysis of the approaches to leadership 
undertaken during COVID-19. Other literature highlights the changing context 
for leadership and how school leaders need to adapt but also need to adhere to 
certain core practices and values. The importance of change and consistency in 
school leadership is underlined along with the need for careful, adaptive, and 
responsive change that is purposeful, contextual, and ultimately value based (Ng, 
2021). 

Theme 4 (Personal Resilience) This theme considers the personal characteristics 
that have allowed school leaders to perform their job and to keep connected with 
their education stakeholders despite the huge challenges of COVID19. Burwell 
and Terry (2021), who undertook a study in the UAE concluded that successful 
school leaders, during the pandemic, exhibited the 4 Cs of leadership- calm, cool, 
collected, and confident. Their work proposes that school leaders who 
succeeded during the challenges of COVID-19 exhibited certain person 
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attributes that allowed them to manage themselves and the expectations placed 
upon them. Each leader, they suggest, strove to embody four Cs of leadership in 
their relationship with education stakeholders- calm, cool, collected, and 
confident -- so that stakeholder well-being would remain resilient, strong, and 
positive. Burwell and Terry (2021) propose that this personal leadership 
resilience placed ‘Maslow before Bloom’ and that this mantra was embedded in 
their daily leadership practices.

Ng (2020) reinforces the importance of maintaining a calm persona when 
managing difficult issues as a leader and connecting with all education 
stakeholders for mutual support. Other writers similarly underline the 
importance of being resilient as a leader during COVID19.  These writers note 
the critical role of the leader in bringing all education stakeholders together for 
mutual support (Akinwumi, & Itobore, 2020; Gurr & Drysdale, 2020; Hauseman 
et al, 2020; Stasel, 2020)

Theme 5 (Equity) This theme addresses the unevenness in learning that has 
accompanied COVID-19. In their work, Sahlberg (2020), Huber et al, (2020) and 
Anderson (2020) all underline how COVID19 has the exacerbated 
socio-economic differences between students, as key education stakeholders, 
and widened the equity gap. Similarly, Hargreaves (2020) focuses on austerity 
and inequality as two of the consequences of COVID-19. He argues the 
pandemic is being used as a strategy to bring about educational privatization by 
stealth by mismanaging return-to-school strategies and by overselling the 
effectiveness of online and private school alternatives. To reduce inequality he 
argues, will require large-scale investment in public education to close the digital 
divide that COVID-19 has exposed.

For school leaders working with diverse communities, inequity among certain 
education stakeholders is a major consideration and a huge challenge (Ravitch, 
2020). This has been exacerbated during COVID19 and most school leaders, 
particularly those working with students with special educational needs (Sider, 
2020) acutely feel the daily consequences of growing inequality and inequity 
within the communities they serve. 
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More positively, Angelico (2020) and Mozali (2020) suggest that teaching during 
the pandemic has been able to address some of the issues relating to inequality 
and inequity in learning by ensuring that young people can access remote 
learning and have the skills to fully engage with that form of learning. Effective 
school leaders are those who understand their education stakeholders well and 
their responses to COVID-19 has been driven by a moral purpose to ensure the 
best for all children, irrespective of their circumstances.

Theme 6 (Family and Community) This theme considers the way in which school 
leaders have engaged certain education stakeholders (families and communities) 
during the pandemic. Pinar and Baltaci (2000) emphasise how parents have been 
significant education partners during the pandemic and how their work with 
schools has been hugely impactful in securing effective learning for many young 
people. Balakrishnan (2020) highlights the way in which a range of 
community-based initiatives have helped those in schools, including school 
leaders, to cope with the challenges of COVID-19.

Hung, Huang, and Tan, (2020) outline the benefits of home-based learning and 
notes that the barriers to making this work reside in the technological resources 
available to families and communities along side the capability to use this 
technology for positive learning and teaching purposes. Sato (2020) notes the 
importance of large-scale investment in the provision of technology for learning 
along with bespoke training and support for families and the community. 

Other writers emphasise the importance of community and family engagement 
in assisting school leaders to manage their way through the challenges of the 
pandemic (Bjorn et al, 2020; Joplin and Harness, 2020). Fogarty (2020) highlights 
the importance of the involvement of expert care professionals in supporting 
schools, families, and the community. The core message from the available 
literature is the importance of the school leader engaging with families and 
community to strengthen learning during the most challenging times.
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Theme 7 (Changing Leadership Practices) This theme outlines how far 
COVID-19 has changed leadership practice and engagement with education 
stakeholders, to communication via an on-line environment. Harris (2020) 
suggests that a model of distributed leadership now explains the modus operandi 
of school leaders who cannot enact their leadership influence in the usual way, 
and it defines the new form of engagement with education stakeholders. During 
the pandemic, school leaders have become more reliant on virtual collaboration, 
networking, and inter-dependence with their education stakeholders than ever 
before. 

It has been proposed that a new model of school leadership has evolved during 
COVID, one that is distributed, digital and dependent on a technological 
infrastructure that allows regular engagement with all education stakeholders. 
The challenges of the continuity of learning and new assessment approaches 
have also meant a reliance on technology-based solutions and more demands on 
teachers (Akinwami, 2020). 

The evidence from this contemporary review of the literature suggests the 
following in relation to the three questions posited:

1. How can school leaders support students, teachers, and families during 
remote learning?

The evidence suggests that the way that school leaders have supported students, 
teachers, families, and community members during the COVID crisis has been 
critically important in ensuring continuity of learning and equitable access to 
remote learning. The education stakeholder relationships forged during COVID 
have meant that some the barriers that previously existed were surmounted as 
school leaders, teachers, families and community members worked in unison to 
ensure success for every child.
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It is further suggested, by the evidence, that school leaders need to support 
education stakeholders during remote learning in a four-fold way. Firstly, school 
leaders need to offer academic support, and the reassurance and guidance that 
academic learning and standards will continue to be upheld despite a change in 
the modus operandi of learning. First and foremost, school leaders need to be 
instructional leaders taking a clear but firm view on the quality of learning and 
teaching expected within a remote learning environment. They need to set 
directions, manage people and continually monitor the progress in learning that 
takes place within a remote learning environment, making changes and 
improvements to quality assure the outcomes.

Secondly, school leaders need to offer education stakeholders technological 
support. As the lead learner in the school, the school leader must demonstrate 
that they understand remote learning and can engage in this form of teaching to 
their education stakeholders. Their pedagogical and technological 
understanding of the remote learning environment will be of paramount 
importance if teachers, students, and families are to engage in a significant and 
sustained way. 

Ongoing professional learning and support will therefore be needed to allow 
school leaders to connect with their education stakeholders most effectively. 
School leaders need to routinely demonstrate that they are learning alongside 
other education stakeholders within a remote learning environment and are 
engaging in professional learning alongside them as this will have the biggest, 
positive impact on students’ learning outcomes.

School leaders need to routinely demonstrate that they are learning alongside 
other education stakeholders within a remote learning environment and are 
engaging in professional learning alongside them as this will have the biggest, 
positive impact on students’ learning outcomes.

Thirdly, school leaders need to offer operational support to education 
stakeholders which means the management capability and support to get things 
done. Additional resources will be needed to ensure that school leaders can 
secure the expertise and the practical help to make remote learning high quality 
and impactful. 
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The best school leaders create the conditions where students can learn most 
effectively and education stakeholders can support learning. With remote 
learning, school leaders will need to regularly communicate, engage. and work 
with all education stakeholders, to ensure that the learning is maintained but 
also that future improvements are made.

Lastly, as many of the articles cited in this review clearly underline, school leaders 
need to offer interpersonal relationship support to all education stakeholders. 
They need to deepen their personal, human, emotional connections with other to 
ensure that they remain authentically connected to their community, their 
teachers, and their students. 

In the pandemic, the possibility of face-to-face engagement was removed and 
communication was relegated to the virtual space. Now school leaders have the 
opportunity, once again, to re-engage, to re-connect with education 
stakeholders in productive ways. They have the chance to build on the existing 
relationships in ways that maximise mutual collaboration, commitment, and 
creativity around the remote learning environment, and schooling more 
generally.

2. What challenges related to student learning should school leaders be 
prepared to face during periods of remote learning? How can these be 
overcome?

The evidence suggests that teachers’ emotional well-being directly impacts on 
students’ learning, so first and foremost school leaders should be supporting 
their teachers practically, emotionally, and academically. The challenges facing 
students during periods of remote learning include- access, having a space to 
work, connectivity, competing demands on time, lack of routine, a disconnect 
with teachers and friends, apathy, boredom and low mood or mental health 
issues. 

Some of these challenges can be overcome through regular communication, on 
going checking in, a variety in the digital diet, parental interest, and support in 
learning, teaching that is engaging and teachers who are proficient enough in the 
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 learning platform (s). Other challenges relate to the nature of remote learning as 
students are more able to switch off and to disengage that in a face-to-face 
classroom setting. Hence, during periods of remote learning, there should be an 
equal focus on keeping students engaged and delivering the content. Finding 
ways to keep students engaged during on-line learning is therefore of paramount 
importance and sharing the most effective practices would seem to be one 
positive step forward.

There are also a  series of challenges related to assessment and qualifications, as 
the usual exam processes, in most countries, cannot go ahead as planned. The 
anxiety and stress caused to students and staff by a discontinuity in national 
assessment processes cannot be underestimated. School leaders therefore 
should be prepared to communicate, explain, and reassure students and other 
education stakeholders about new assessment arrangements and offer advice, 
support, and updates.

3. How can school leaders work with teachers’ and students’ families to 
establish effective, quality learning environments for students?

Research before COVID underlines that students, from all backgrounds, learn 
best when they have teachers and families who actively support their learning. 
The evidence points to the importance of family engagement in learning that 
goes beyond far beyond routine involvement or support. It underlines that when 
students receive structured support for their learning from both home and 
school the impact on their learning gains can be quite dramatic.

The most effective way to establish a quality learning environment for students 
is to ensure that teachers are motivated, capable, and skilled professionals who 
can engage with families in ways that enhance students’ learning. Essentially, 
forming positive and productive relationships between home and school, with a 
clear focus on learning not schooling is key to a positive quality learning 
environment for students (Harris et al., 2009). Engendering a climate or trust, 
reciprocal respect and mutual support for student learning is at the heart of what 
effective school leaders do to improve better learner outcomes for all.
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Coda

As this review of the literature shows, great progress has been made during 
COVID-19. School leaders have successfully adapted their practices to meet 
extreme challenges and unprecedented learner needs through engaging 
effectively with their education stakeholders. As  Houseman (2020) suggests, 
however, there are still major leadership challenges ahead. The acquired set of 
leadership practices, forged during COVID, however, would now seem most 
appropriate to meet the demands of any future challenge or crisis.

In essence, school leadership has changed during COVID-19 to cope with the 
demands of remote learning and teaching. It has put teachers, learners, their 
families and their communities at the epicentre of the core business of schooling. 
Moving forward, school leadership may be different, but the available evidence, 
to date, suggests that despite the challenges faced during the pandemic, school 
leaders in many countries are now more agile, adaptable, and connected with 
education stakeholders than ever before. During COVID-19 school leaders have 
engaged with families and communities in ways that have strengthened remote 
learning outcomes and consolidated a stakeholder partnership of support.

As Slieman (2021, p.4) notes ‘the engagement and empowerment of teachers, 
students, and parents can contribute to the re-design of an educational system in 
the longer term’. Mobilising school leaders differently, and potentially more 
effectively, is part of task ahead One thing remains clear, however, the 
relationship between school leaders and their education stakeholders remains of 
paramount importance and is the key to securing sustainable school and system 
success in the future.
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