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Abstract. Based on results of TALIS- 
2013, of which Russia was a participant 
for the first time, we analyze the demo-
graphic characteristics, years of work ex-
perience and workload of school princi-
pals, their competencies and opportuni-
ties for professional development, as well 
as their working conditions, responsibil-
ities and priorities. We also discuss how 
principals participate in teacher perfor-
mance assessments and delegate their 
school management powers, which re-
sources they need, and how they assess 
the performance of their schools. Re-
search was conducted in 14 regions of 

Russia and revealed different levels of 
leadership potential in educational insti-
tutions. The recent changes to the edu-
cation system (the new Federal Law “On 
Education” and the new Federal State Ed-
ucational Standards) require principals 
to work in a transformational leadership 
style, but only few of the respondents ap-
pear to succeed in this. Principals prefer 

“operating manually” and interacting with 
individual teachers, not staff groups. Au-
thoritarianism and unwillingness to dele-
gate power are the major handicaps to the 
transformational leadership of schools 
principals. There has been no established 
system for school principal training in 
Russia so far. Only a few of the regions 
are reported to have trained over 20 per-
cent of candidates prior to employment; 
meanwhile, there are some regions with 
no principal training at all. It is imperative 
that school principal training programs 
teach teambuilding, delegation of power 
and distributed leadership skills.
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In this paper we use TALIS (Teaching and Learning International Sur-
vey) data to analyze the characteristics of Russian school principals, 
paying specific attention to the differences in their qualities and com-
petencies across different regions covered by the survey.
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TALIS is conducted by the OECD every five years to describe, 
study and compare information on school teachers and principals in 
different countries. The first round of TALIS was held in 2008. How-
ever, Russia primarily participated unofficially and only became a full-
fledged TALIS participant in 2013. The main phase of the project in 
Russia took place in 2014.

TALIS-2013 provides extensive information on such key issues as:

• Distribution of the teaching force;
• School management and administration;
• Training and professional development of teachers;
• Teacher performance appraisal;
• Teachers’ beliefs, attitudes and practices;
• Teachers’ job satisfaction and confidence in their professional 

skills;
• Assessment of the overall school environment and student body.

TALIS involves surveys of school teachers and principals. The 2014 
online questionnaires were translated into Russian and came with the 
relevant glossaries.

The TALIS principal questionnaire consisted of 39 questions cov-
ering the following areas:

• Sociodemographic information (gender, age, level and forms of 
education, years of working experience);

• School background information (location, number of students and 
staff);

• School leadership (activities of the school management team and 
the governing board, distribution of duties and responsibilities);

• Opportunities for professional development;
• Formal teacher appraisal;
• School climate;
• Teacher induction and mentoring;
• Job satisfaction.

In order to provide comparability of survey results from different coun-
tries, a representative sample of regions was surveyed in Russia. Fou-
teen regions were selected from the list of federal subjects of the Rus-
sian Federation. The sample was designed to include schools from 
each federal district. Each region supplied a number of schools re-
flecting the share of regional schools in the total number of schools in 
Russia, with due regard to the size of the teaching force. The result-
ing sample included the following subjects of the Russian Federation:

1) Moscow (30 schools);
2) Moscow Oblast (28 schools);
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3) Republic of Tatarstan (20 schools);
4) Saint Petersburg (18 schools);
5) Altai Krai (14 schools);
6) Chelyabinsk Oblast (15 schools);
7) Volgograd Oblast (14 schools);
8) Nizhny Novgorod Oblast (20 schools);
9) Tambov Oblast (8 schools);

10) Belgorod Oblast (10 schools);
11) Ryazan Oblast (8 schools);
12) Komi Republic (5 schools);
13) Republic of Ingushetia (4 schools);
14) Pskov Oblast (4 schools).

All in all, the TALIS questionnaire was completed by 198 principals.
The questionnaire answers were analyzed using IDB Analyzer 

software1. We provide descriptive statistics of the principals’ answers 
(in percentages and arithmetic means for items measured on an in-
terval scale). While analyzing the data, we used weighting factors that 
allowed us to extend the sample results to the statistical population 
and to the country as a whole.

Many researchers have focused on the problems of leadership in ed-
ucation over the last few decades. In this article, we rely upon the 
transformational leadership theory, which defines leadership as the 
ability to promote changes in both personal beliefs and social sys-
tems. One of the key distinctive features of this leadership style is 
the ambition of the leader to not only have followers but also to make 
independent leaders out of them who would be able to pick up the 
work and encourage new changes [Bass, 1998]. According to Ber-
nard M. Bass and Ruth Bass, there are several fundamental compe-
tencies of a transformational leader:

• Ability to pay close attention to the needs of one’s followers, pro-
viding empathy and support to them. The leader should maintain 
communication with their team, motivate their followers and ap-
prove the achievements of each member of the team;

• Ability to challenge the established ideas, run risks and promote 
the ideas of one’s followers. The leader appreciates independ-
ent thinkers and sees opportunities for development in unfore-
seen situations;

• Ability to make one’s beliefs appealing to followers. The leader 
should have optimistic outlooks and try to achieve their goals with-
out compromising quality;

 1 http://www.iea.nl/data.html
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• Ability to be a role model and to make oneself respected by oth-
ers [Bass, Bass 2008].

Michael Fullan, one of the greatest supporters of transformational 
leadership in education, emphasizes that a successful leader learns 
constantly to enhance the performance of their organization and ob-
tains followers through such enhancement [Fullan, 2011]. The major 
obstacles on the way to transformational leadership include:

• Punitive accountability, where the leader doesn’t perceive the or-
ganization’s goals as their own but rather as imposed from above;

• Working with individuals, not groups of people, which inhibits 
changes in the organizational culture and formation of leaders in 
certain growth areas;

• Imposed teaching technology or policy decisions without thor-
ough understanding of them; such technology and decisions are 
often rejected [Ibid.].

To provide continuity in improving school performance, the leader 
should be constantly engaged in the professional development of 
their colleagues, head teachers in the first place.

Andy Hargreaves, another important advocate of the transforma-
tional leadership approach, argued that one of the main functions of 
the school principal as a leader is to help subordinate employees, i. e. 
the school staff, to manage uncertainty. Referring to the Finnish case, 
he says that school performance improvement is provided by distrib-
uted leadership, where the whole school staff acts as an expert com-
munity [Hargreaves, Shirley, 2009].

In this paper, we are going to see to what extent Russian school 
principals conform to the abovementioned criteria of transformation-
al leaders and how this conformance differs across regions.

Women hold three of four school principal positions in nearly all of 
the regions of Russia (Fig. 1). As we mentioned in our earlier publi-
cations [Lenskaya, Brun, 2015], the high proportion of female prin-
cipals shows that women have more social mobility opportunities in 
Russia than in any other TALIS participant country, where the aver-
age proportions of female teachers and female principals are 68% and 
49% respectively. There are some regions with female school princi-
pals only: Belgorod Oblast and Pskov Oblast. However, there are also 
regions where male principals prevail, even though the proportion of 
men in the teaching workforce is low, such as the Komi Republic and 
Tambov Oblast where the percentage of female principals is lower than 
the mean TALIS value.

The oldest principals were found in schools in Ingushetia, Ryazan 
Oblast, Volgograd Oblast and Moscow, while the average age of the 
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school principals in Tatarstan, St. Petersburg and Belgorod Oblast is 
almost 5 (10 as compared to Ingushetia) years lower (Fig. 2). At the 
time of the survey, the school restructuring process was under way in 
Moscow, but it did not bring younger people into principal positions.

The principals in Ingushetia, Pskov Oblast and Volgograd have 
worked in their positions longer than their colleagues in other re-
gions (Fig. 3). Meanwhile, the overall work experience (school ad-
ministration plus previous classroom experience) sometimes exceeds 
32 years for the principals in Moscow, Moscow Oblast, Chelyabinsk 
Oblast, Volgograd Oblast, Nizhny Novgorod Oblast, Ryazan Oblast, 
Pskov Oblast, the Komi Republic, and Ingushetia. It is clear that school 
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Figure . Proportions of female school principals across regions
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principals have not become considerably younger. Contrastingly, the 
respondents from Tambov Oblast report that their schools give prin-
cipal positions to people whose overall teaching and school adminis-
tration experience does not exceed 16 years.

Moscow schools show the highest percentage of principals who 
do not combine administration with teaching: 55%, as compared to 
roughly 20% in most other regions covered by the survey. Naturally, 
the restructuring is reflected here: not only principals of education-
al parks but also administrators of in-park structures just do not have 
enough time for teaching due to the high load of administrative tasks 
associated with the transition to the new status. The Moscow case 
approaches the statistical mean across the countries participating in 
the TALIS survey. In the meantime, principal research in the UK and 
Canada has revealed that principals who also teach are the most suc-
cessful school leaders. Academic performance in their schools on av-
erage is higher than in schools of their administrating-only counter-
parts.

Can we expect that the principals in the regions with considera-
bly refreshed staff will be more prepared to become transformational 
leaders? We will try to answer this question in the chapters that follow.

Figure . Principals’ years of working experience
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Most Russian regions show a very low proportion of principals who 
pass school administration classes before taking up their positions. 
Only Moscow, St. Petersburg and Ryazan Oblast demonstrate a pro-
portion of 20%, which is zero in such regions as Altai Krai, Nizhny 
Novgorod Oblast and Tambov Oblast. Over 80% of the principals in 
Volgograd Oblast and Ingushetia learned school management when 
they were already in office. There is no region with a percentage of pre-
trained principals approaching that of countries like Singapore, where 
two-thirds of school principals complete specifically designed training 
prior to getting into office.

Opportunities for professional development differ strikingly across 
the regions (Table 1). Seventy-five percent of the principals in Ingushe-
tian schools complain about the cost of advanced training being too 
high, while the proportion of principals seeing the high price as the 
major hindrance for professional development does not exceed 30% 
in the other regions, remaining at zero in Moscow and Niznhy Novgo-
rod Oblast. Altai Krai, Moscow Oblast, Tatarstan and Ingushetia show 
the highest proportion of school principals unhappy with the support 
for their efforts from above. Principals in Moscow and Tatarstan are 
especially cumbered by the busy work schedule, which is also a prob-

School 
Principal 

Training and 
Professional 

Development 
Opportunities

Table 1. Hindrances to professional development (as a percentage of the number of respondents in the region)

I do not have the 
pre-requisites (e. g. 
qualifications, ex-
perience, seniority)

Professional 
development is 
too expensive/
unaffordable

There is a 
lack of em-
ployer sup-
port

Professional de-
velopment con-
flicts with my 
work schedule

I do not have 
time because 
of family re-
sponsibilities

There is no rel-
evant profes-
sional develop-
ment offered

There are no in-
centives for par-
ticipating in such 
activities

Moscow 4.0 11.0 4.3 11.8 1.1

Moscow Oblast 8.8 27.1 25.2 49.5 5.6 22.8 10.9

Republic of Tatarstan 2.4 29.7 26.9 48.3 33.6 17.1 18.2

St. Petersburg 4.8 21.5 16.2 2.5

Altai Krai 11.1 30.0 27.0 12.1 15.7 14.3 15.9

Chelyabinsk Oblast 3.3 27.4 14.9 15.9 6.0 3.3

Volgograd Oblast 12.6 12.6 18.5 19.7 25.2 3.5 30.8

Nizhny Novgorod 
Oblast

10.2 29.2 20.4 11.8 32.2

Tambov Oblast 20.4 19.1 23.9

Belgorod Oblast 18.1 28.4 28.4 5.2

Ryazan Oblast 27.9 8.9 5.8 36.8

Komi Republic 14.8 93.5 14.8 28.6

Republic of Ingushetia 74.4 32.7 85.2 10.8 21.9

Pskov Oblast
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lem for nearly all principals in Ingushetia and Komi. Family circum-
stances distract school principals from professional development in 
the Republic of Tatarstan and Ryazan Oblast, whereas in some of the 
regions this is not considered at all to be an inhibiting factor. Princi-
pals in Moscow Oblast wish the range of courses offered were broader. 
Between 10% and 26% of principals in every region except St. Peters-
burg are dissatisfied with not being offered incentives for profession-
al development. No school principal in Pskov Oblast agreed that any 
of the abovementioned factors was really a hindrance to their profes-
sional development.

Therefore, school principals in the small republics of Komi and In-
gushetia have the least amount of opportunities for professional de-
velopment. Enhancing one’s professional skills in Tatarstan is also 
quite challenging, despite all the efforts undertaken by the govern-
ment. The rest of the surveyed regions demonstrate indicators close 
to the statistical means across the TALIS participating countries, while 
the situation in Moscow is even much better.

Russian schools are mostly small, the average number of students rarely 
exceeding 650 even in St. Petersburg. The largest schools are located in 
Moscow and Tambov Oblast with their abundance of rural schools; the 
number of students in these two regions is approximately twice as high 
as in Altai Krai, Belgorod Oblast or Volgograd Oblast (Fig. 4).

Principals’ answers to the question “To what extent do the fol-
lowing limit your effectiveness as a principal in this school?” give us a 

Working 
Conditions of 

School 
Principals

Figure . Mean number of students per school
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Table 2. Limitations to the effectiveness of school principals (as a percentage of the number of respondents in the region)

Extent Moscow
Moscow 
Oblast

Republic of 
Tatarstan

St. 
Petersburg

Altai 
Krai

Chelyab-
insk Oblast

Volgograd 
Oblast

Nizhny Novgo- 
rod Oblast

Tambov 
Oblast

Belgorod 
Oblast

Ryazan 
Oblast

Komi 
Republic

Republic of 
Ingushetia

Pskov 
Oblast

Inadequate school budget and 
resources

Not at all 38.6 10.8 14.7 10 2.9 22.7 18.1 20.2 6.5

To some extent 56.9 58.5 71.6 67 36.8 24.2 55 59.6 63.5 45.8 24.6 0 67.3 86.3

A lot 4.5 30.6 28.4 18.2 53.2 75.8 45 37.5 13.8 36.1 55.2 93.5 32.7 13.7

Teachers’ absences Not at all 66.9 36.5 32 27.8 44.3 30.2 36.3 24.9 36.5 23.7 51.3 6.5 47.5 19.5

To some extent 28.2 47.7 60 62.8 45.7 64.3 57.7 55.6 63.5 40.2 42.9 93.5 52.5 80.5

A lot 4.9 15.8 8 9.4 10 5.5 5.9 19.5 36.1 5.8

Lack of parent or guardian 
involvement and support

Not at all 38.2 11.8 10.5 32.9 30 15.4 17.2 3.3 20.6 5 20.2 6.5 47.5

To some extent 48.7 86.3 84.8 67.1 44.3 63.2 67.2 96.7 79.4 76.9 79.8 55.9 52.5 100

A lot 13.1 1.9 4.8 25.7 21.4 15.6 18.1 37.6

Teachers’ career-based wage 
system

Not at all 51 27.5 33.2 32.5 29 33.3 21 27.8 42.5 36.6 46.2 6.5 40.7

To some extent 45.7 65.7 63.7 54 61 66.7 66.4 57.9 45.1 63.4 53.8 78.7 100 45.6

A lot 3.3 6.8 3.1 13.5 10 12.6 14.2 12.4 14.8 13.7

Lack of opportunities and 
support for my own profes-
sional development

Not at all 58.5 44.4 43.5 58.6 34.2 44.7 40.7 22.5 87.6 13.4 70.8 62.4 14.8 54.4

To some extent 41.5 52.1 56.5 41.4 61.6 55.3 59.4 77.5 12.4 68.6 29.2 37.7 85.2 45.6

A lot 3.6 4.3 18.1

Lack of opportunities and 
support for teachers’ 
professional development

Not at all 57.2 42.8 54.3 45.4 38.9 28.4 28.1 40.7 100 23.7 54.3 62.4 54.4

To some extent 33.7 55.8 45.6 42.9 61.1 54.5 69 56.8 0 58.3 45.8 37.6 89.2 45.6

A lot 9.1 1.5 11.7 17.1 2.9 2.4 18.1 10.8

High workload and level of 
responsibilities in my job

Not at all 37.9 23.2 3.5 10.6 34.7 15.6 8.4 2.9 24.3 26 6.5 14.8

To some extent 58.8 45 72.2 81.2 27.5 68.3 88.7 73.2 75.7 35.5 74 78.7 85.2 54.4

A lot 3.3 31.8 24.3 8.1 37.8 16.1 2.9 23.8 64.5 14.8 45.6

Lack of shared leadership with 
other school staff members

Not at all 53.3 52.6 54.7 44.6 38.9 51.9 68.3 25.7 100 49.5 32.2 62.4 14.8 54.4

To some extent 43.3 47.4 45.3 55.3 61.2 48.1 19.1 64.2 0 32.4 60.2 37.7 85.2 45.6

A lot 3.4 12.6 10.2 18.1 7.6
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good idea of the factors that complicate the work of schools, particu-
larly in a certain regions (Table 2). Ninety-three percent of the school 
principals in Komi complain about inadequate school budgets and re-
sources. Their answers depict the situation in the republic as disas-
trous. More than half of the principals in Altai and Ryazan Oblast also 
suffer from a dire shortage of resources. Meanwhile, Moscow schools, 
as well as those in Tambov Oblast and Pskov Oblast, are quite well-
off in this aspect with only 4.5% of their principals claiming similarly 
lacking resources… According to the respondents, the restructuring 
of the school network helps to optimize the distribution of resources.

The principals in Belgorod Oblast suffer more than others from the 
absence or lack of teachers: 36% of the respondents claim that staff-
ing shortfalls are a serious problem for them. It is also a major issue 
for Novgorod Oblast (19.5%). However, the lack of teachers is barely 
identifiable in the other regions. Only 5–10% of the principals have “a 
lot” of concern about it in most regions, yet the answer “to some ex-
tent” was given by over 50% of the principals in Chelyabinsk Oblast 
and Ingushetia as well as by 40% in Tatarstan. The Komi Republic 
suffers almost no staff shortage despite its budget deficit, and nei-
ther does Pskov Oblast nor, even more so, Moscow, where 67% of the 
school principals are satisfied with the staffing support.

The lack of parent or guardian involvement and support is espe-
cially unsettling for the school leaders in the Komi Republic. On the 
whole, nearly half of all their principals complain about the lack of sup-
port, with the exception of Pskov Oblast, which is virtually unfamiliar 
with the problem. Generally, this means that the principals have not 
yet learned to interact with parents or guardians in a way to encourage 
their support for the school. The reasons for a situation like this be-
come clear, for instance, when we analyze how parents participate in 
the governing boards: although most principals believe that they pro-
vide enough parent engagement in school management, parents ac-
tually take no part in any decision making.

The career-based wage system is quite a new experience for Rus-
sian teachers, so it is no wonder that it is a challenge for over half of 
the principals. The situation is best in Moscow, where only about one-
third of principals expressed their concern over the use of the system, 
and worst in Belgorod Oblast and Pskov Oblast, where the principals 
obviously need some specific training.

The lack of opportunities for personal professional development is 
a major concern for the principals in Belgorod Oblast, Nizhny Novgo-
rod Oblast and Altai Krai, the situation being more favorable in the rest 
of the regions. However, there has been no pre-employment training 
for school principals not only in Nizhny Novgorod Oblast but also in 
Pskov Oblast and Tambov Oblast. This is why, perhaps, we should not 
draw any conclusions on the available resources for professional de-
velopment from the principals’ assessments.
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The lack of opportunities for teachers’ professional development 
is felt more by the principals than the problem of their own enhance-
ment. The survey shows that there are very few opportunities for pro-
fessional teacher development in Belgorod Oblast, Altai and Ingushe-
tia; meanwhile, these are the regions where schools struggle to attract 
highly qualified teachers. It appears that a complex of staffing meas-
ures should be elaborated for those regions.

The school principals seem to be most concerned about the work-
load and the level of responsibilities in their job: so too are over 50% 
of the respondents in the majority of the regions and over 75% in Ta-
tarstan, Chelyabinsk Oblast, Nizhny Novgorod Oblast, and the Komi 
Republic. An excessive workload is felt least by the principals of Mos-
cow and Tambov Oblast schools, while it would seem that the restruc-
turing should have vested principals with much more responsibilities, 
putting them in charge of whole educational parks. It may be just that 
a transformational attitude helps to accept the associated workload 
as explicit and natural.

The lack of shared leadership with other school staff members is 
a minor concern for most respondents. It is no surprise, as manage-
ment teams and governing boards are available in almost every school. 
However, half of the principals in Belgorod Oblast suffer from undis-
tributed powers despite reporting that their schools have both govern-
ing boards and management teams. Obviously, the principals are una-
ble to or do not want to delegate their duties, and become overloaded 
as a result. Many of the principals in Pskov Oblast, Nizhny Novgorod 
Oblast and Altai Krai would perform much better if they learned some 
distributed leadership techniques, which are little taught in Russia, un-
fortunately. Failure to delegate powers is a great hindrance for trans-
formational leadership and the nurturing of followers.

Distribution of principals’ working time does not differ significantly 
across the regions, yet there are some differences (Fig. 5). Russian 
principals on average spend more than half of their time (56%) on ad-
ministrative and leadership tasks, including meetings, reports, and re-
sponding to requests. This percentage is higher than the TALIS statis-
tical mean, which is 41% only. However, there are regions approaching 
the indicators shown by the majority of the European countries: for 
example, administrative tasks account for about 40% of a principal’s 
working time in Belgorod Oblast and the Republic of Tatarstan. The 
highest administrative load was found in Tambov Oblast (60%), prob-
ably due to the recent restructuring, and in Ryazan Oblast (63%). In 
Russian schools, principals spend much less time on curriculum and 
teaching-related tasks and meetings than their colleagues in most 
leading countries, even though the majority of Russian principals con-
tinue teaching and thus include their teaching hours in the teaching 
workload. Tatarstan and Altai principals spend more time on teach-

Responsibilities 
and Priorities of 
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ing-related tasks than their counterparts from the other regions; how-
ever, nearly the same amount of time is spent on student interaction in 
Tatarstan, while the percentage in Altai Krai is almost twice as low. As 
for the “Interactions with local and regional community, business and 
industry” item, Belgorod Oblast stands out here, performing almost 
twice as well as the other regions, which is a clear indicator of good 
partnership relations between educational institutions and businesses.

The survey reveals that many principals spend their working time 
ineffectively by assuming irrelevant functions (Table 3). For instance, 
all Ingushetian principals reported to have collaborated with teachers 

“very often” to solve classroom discipline problems. The principals of 
Komi and Belgorod Oblast admitted doing it “often”, while no St. Pe-
tersburg school leaders selected the “very often” answer. At the same 
time, the principals of Ingushetian schools assess the school environ-
ment as quite favorable: there is no violence among students, virtually 
no vandalism and theft, and even cheating is a concern for only 21% of 
the principals. Then a natural question is raised: is this favorable situ-
ation the fruit of principals struggling tirelessly to maintain discipline 
in the classroom, or do the principals see flawless discipline as a key 
outcome of their work?

Figure . Distribution of principal’s time, %

 Administrative and 
leadership tasks 
and meetings

 Curriculum and 
teaching-related 
tasks and 
meetings

 Student 
interactions

 Parent or guardian 
interactions

 Interactions with 
local and regional 
community, 
business and 
industry

 Other

Moscow

Moscow Oblast

Republic of Tatarstan

Saint Petersburg

Altai Krai

Chelyabinsk Oblast

Volgograd Oblast

Nizhny Novgorod Oblast

Тамбовская обл.

Belgorod Oblast

Ryazan Oblast

Komi Republic

Republic of Ingushetia

Pskov Oblast

 49 13 14 13 8 3

 54 16 11 11 7 2

 40 19 17 13 8 4

 55 13 9 12 7 4

 51 20 11 10 7 2

 54 17 10 9 7 3

 57 16 9 9 7 3

 55 13 12 12 6 2

 60 8 16 10 5 2

 42 17 13 15 13 1

 63 13 8 9 5 1

 54 9 9 14 5 8

 50 14 14 13 3 6

 56 16 9 11 5 3

https://vo.hse.ru/data/2016/06/28/1115854080/Lenskaya.pdf


Table 3. Activities of school principals (as a percentage of the number of respondents in the region)

I collaborated 
with teachers 
to solve class-
room discipline 
problems

I observed 
instruc-
tion in the 
classroom

I took actions to 
support co-opera-
tion among teach-
ers to develop new 
teaching practices

I provided parents 
or guardians with 
information on the 
school and student 
performance

I checked for mis-
takes and errors 
in school adminis-
trative procedures 
and reports.

I collaborated 
with princi-
pals from oth-
er schools

Moscow Never or rarely 20 3.2 4.1 6.5

Very often 2.7 5.2 13.8 18.3 31.1

Moscow 
Oblast

Never or rarely 18.2 6.2 1.8 6

Very often 1.1 16.1 13.6 11.1 21.1 28.8

Republic of 
Tatarstan

Never or rarely 11.3 11.3 8.8

Very often 6.4 10.9 5.1 23.5 15.6 40.9

Saint 
Petersburg

Never or rarely 40.1 6

Very often 7.7 31 10.5 17.5

Altai Krai Never or rarely 10 14.3

Very often 15.7 12.1 32.1

Chelyabinsk 
Oblast

Never or rarely 9 3.3 3.3

Very often 5.9 19.7 4.7 15.9

Volgograd 
Oblast

Never or rarely 12.6 3.5

Very often 12.6 5.9 25.2 15.6 50.5

Nizhny 
Novgorod 
Oblast

Never or rarely 5.2 8.7 8.2 25.7

Very often 10.2 10.2 14.7 7.4 35.3

Tambov 
Oblast

Never or rarely 11.3 7.9

Very often 9.1 9.1 33.4

Belgorod 
Oblast

Never or rarely

Very often 23.2 40.2

Ryazan Oblast Never or rarely 19.8 8.9 5.8

Very often 10.8 7.6 46.6

Komi 
Republic

Never or rarely 42

Very often 42

Republic of 
Ingushetia

Never or rarely 10.8

Very often 36.7 21.9 21.9 36.7

Pskov Oblast Never or rarely 65.1 21.1 13.7

Very often 100 21.1 21.1

http://vo.hse.ru/en/

Elena Lenskaya, Irina Brun 
Are Principals of Russian Schools Ready for Transformational Leadership

http://vo.hse.ru/en/


Voprosy obrazovaniya / Educational Studies. Moscow. 2016. No 2. P. 62–99

RECRUITMENT, EDUCATION, AND RETENTION OF TEACHERS

All of the principalsin Pskov Oblast report having observed instruc-
tion in the classroom very often. “Often” was selected by most princi-
pals in Tatarstan, Altai and Komi, by almost all of the principals in Bel-
gorod Oblast, and by 65% of Moscow school leaders. Yet, the same 
principals claim that the percentage of time they spend on teaching, 
classroom observations and mentoring teachers does not exceed 20%. 
Another natural question is: where do they find time to attend lessons 
so often? The viability of assuming this function by principals is highly 
disputable in a situation where they have a management team, which 
usually consists of head teachers. Ninety-six percent of the school prin-
cipals confirmed that they had such management teams. According to 
Fullan, face-to-face interaction with teachers is a false driver of reforms 
which should give way to working with teams or groups of teachers.

However, taking action to support co-operation among teach-
ers is an immediate task of a transformational principal leader. Be-
tween 21% and 74%, depending on the region, reported having often 
engaged in such actions, the highest proportions shown in Altai and 
Ryazan Oblast.

Over 50% of the principals have provided parents or guardians with 
information on student performance on a regular basis. Yet, it is disturb-
ing that a certain proportion of principals (up to 21%) in some regions 
have not bothered to keep parents informed about the school at all.

Quite a lot of principals find time to check for mistakes and errors 
in school reports. In most regions, between a third and a half of the re-
spondents claim to engage in this activity. Eighty-five percent of the prin-
cipals in the Komi Republic, for instance, consider report checking their 
indispensable duty. This way, reporting often becomes more important 
to principals than teaching. Reports are assessed with praise or pun-
ishment, so principals prefer reserving this task for themselves. Fullan 
refers to such close attention to bureaucratic procedures as “punitive 
accountability” and believes it rather has a negative impact on reforms.

No one had difficulty with the item on collaborating with principals 
from other schools: the overwhelming majority of the respondents in-
teract with their counterparts, either often or very often. However, al-
most one-third of the principals in St. Petersburg and Nizhny Novgo-
rod Oblast do it much less frequently than anywhere else, although 
the collaboration between school leaders in large cities must be mu-
tually effective, allowing them to analyze the diverse experiences un-
der similar conditions.

Methods and forms of formal teacher appraisal greatly affect teach-
ers’ demands concerning their professional development. By analyz-
ing this aspect of a school principal’s work, we can see how apprais-
al triggers professional development and to which extent it includes 
assessment for learning, i. e. assessment for the purpose of boost-
ing professional growth.

Participation of 
Principals in 

Teacher Formal 
Appraisal
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Over 50% of Russian teachers report that feedback is most of-
ten provided to them by the principal or the head teacher. On the one 
hand, this means that Russian principals pay attention to instruction-
al leadership; on the other hand, the limited role of assigned mentors 
is hard to believe. Russia is falling behind the average TALIS values 
in terms of feedback provided by mentors. Meanwhile, the number 
of mentors per teacher in Russia is higher than the average number 
across the TALIS-covered countries, exceeding even the number of 
teachers who need mentorship. The institution of mentorship exists in 
almost 100% of schools. The only region where it is less widespread is 
Belgorod Oblast, but even there 79% of schools have mentors. Most 
principals are convinced that mentorship is a must-have, but some 
regions find the concept rather dubious. In Volgograd Oblast and In-
gushetia, only one in every two principals consider it very important.

Russian teachers also receive feedback from student surveys 
which are most often conducted by head teachers or principals. This 
type of feedback is much more popular in Russia than in any oth-
er TALIS country, where principals and head teachers are on average 
twice less likely to initiate student surveys. The efficiency of such sur-
veys is hardly assessable: it is considered unethical to ask students 
about the performance of specific teachers in some countries. Yet, in 
a number of countries students rate their teachers, the results of such 
ratings being available to the relevant teacher and the principal only.

As a rule, Russian school principals take rather mild measures fol-
lowing a teacher appraisal (Table 4). In most cases, they discuss the 
feedback with teachers and prepare individual development plans, 
sometimes appointing mentors but rarely applying punitive meas-
ures like dismissal, salary cuts, or non-payment of financial bonuses. 
Nevertheless, the proportion of principals reported to apply punitive 
measures is slightly higher in Russia than the average TALIS percent-
age. The answer “Sometimes” to the question whether low apprais-
al leads to teacher dismissal was most often given in Moscow, St. Pe-
tersburg, Nizhny Novgorod Oblast, Ryazan Oblast, Belgorod Oblast, 
and Ingushetia. As for the Republic of Tatarstan, 9% of their principals 
say they always dismiss poor performers. Thus, school principals in 
half of the regions consider punishment to be the most effective way 
of increasing the quality of teaching. Meanwhile, 100% of the princi-
pals in Komi claim they never resort to dismissals.

Although most principals gave a high appraisal of mentors’ work, 
many regions only use this resource sporadically to help underper-
forming teachers. Nearly 50% of the respondents in Moscow and Ta-
tarstan report that they engage mentors from time to time or even not 
at all, and similar answers were given by over 70% of the school leaders 
in Nizhny Novgorod Oblast, Volgograd Oblast, and Altai Krai. In Ryazan 
Oblast, one-fourth of the principals have never assigned a mentor in 
their career. It follows that either principals do not use even the re-
sources at hand or these are ghost resources, existing on paper only.
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Table 4. Measures taken by Russian school principals following a teacher appraisal (as a percentage of the 
number of respondents in the region)

Measures to 
remedy any 
weakness-
es in teach-
ing are dis-
cussed with 
the teacher

A devel-
opment 
or train-
ing plan is 
developed 
for each 
teacher

If a teach-
er is found 
to be a poor 
perform-
er, materi-
al sanctions 
such as re-
duced annu-
al increases 
in pay are 
imposed on 
the teacher

A mentor 
is appoint-
ed to help 
the teach-
er improve 
his/her 
teaching

A change in 
a teacher’s 
work respon-
sibilities (e. g. 
increase or 
decrease in 
his/her teach-
ing load or 
administra-
tive/manage-
rial responsi-
bilities)

A change 
in a teach-
er’s salary 
or a pay-
ment of a 
financial 
bonus

A change 
in the like-
lihood of 
a teach-
er’s career 
advance-
ment

Dismissal 
or non-re-
newal of 
contract

Moscow Never 10.2 6.0 6.9 31.3 61.5 38.2

Sometimes 13.9 13.9 58.0 43.7 59.6 52.5 34.8 61.8

Most of the time 27.8 43.5 21.9 29.9 22.4 16.2 3.7

Always 58.3 42.6 9.9 20.4 11.1

Moscow 
Oblast

Never 4.0 6.2 19.1 30.6 28.1 53.0

Sometimes 10.2 60.4 16.2 55.6 39.4 54.3 41.5

Most of the time 35.7 66.7 24.2 43.4 19.2 20.7 17.5 5.6

Always 64.3 23.1 11.3 34.2 6.1 9.3

Republic 
of 
Tatarstan

Never 25.3 16.5 34.8 49.3 30.4

Sometimes 6.6 28.7 44.3 50.6 67.1 56.4 31.8 56.7

Most of the time 22.3 9.6 21.5 30.4 16.3 8.8 18.9 4.0

Always 71.1 61.7 8.8 19.0 8.8

St. 
Petersburg

Never 12.8 2.8 43.7 21.6 44.0

Sometimes 3.7 37.3 43.6 45.4 68.8 40.0 58.6 48.4

Most of the time 33.0 38.9 33.4 48.8 21.7 9.0 17.4 7.7

Always 63.3 23.8 10.2 5.8 6.7 7.3 2.5

Altai Krai Never 54.7 10.0 34.7 38.3 59.0 76.8

Sometimes 28.3 23.7 11.1 50.0 35.3 59.6 18.9 23.2

Most of the time 10.0 41.1 32.1 20.0 30.0 2.1 22.1

Always 61.7 35.3 2.1 20.0

Chelyab-
insk 
Oblast

Never 34.1 33.1 54.0 36.2 71.8

Sometimes 7.7 8.8 38.8 20.9 62.1 34.1 60.3 28.2

Most of the time 9.9 45.2 65.9 4.8 12.0 3.4

Always 82.4 46.0 27.1 13.2

Volgograd 
Oblast

Never 42.0 45.3 35.4 38.5 54.9 86.2

Sometimes 11.2 48.9 58.0 31.0 64.6 61.5 33.9 13.8

Most of the time 77.7 25.3 23.6 11.2

Always 11.1 25.8

Nizhny 
Novgorod 
Oblast

Never 46.9 13.2 24.8 42.8 47.0 47.9

Sometimes 5.9 25.7 34.4 59.6 51.3 43.7 38.7 52.1

Most of the time 57.2 44.7 18.7 21.7 23.8 3.3 14.3

Always 36.9 29.6 5.5 10.2
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Unwillingness, inability or failure to delegate powers is perhaps the 
largest bottleneck for sustainable transformational leadership. Large-
scale transformations are impossible to execute whilst being in charge 
of every task and every activity by oneself [Apple, 2014; Frost, 2014; 
Fullan, 2011; Hargreaves, Shirley, 2009]. The principals of all regions 
are unanimous that their staff members are allowed to participate ac-
tively in making school-related decisions (Table 5). All of the principals 
in seven of the regions and the great majority of the principals in the 
other seven regions maintain that their schools also provide parents 
or guardians with opportunities to actively participate in school deci-
sions. The only exception is Ryazan Oblast where 20% of the princi-
pals do not agree with this statement. Opinions are divided on whether 
such opportunities are provided to students. In Tambov Oblast, Bel-

Delegation of 
Powers

http://vo.hse.ru/en/

Measures to 
remedy any 
weakness-
es in teach-
ing are dis-
cussed with 
the teacher

A devel-
opment 
or train-
ing plan is 
developed 
for each 
teacher

If a teach-
er is found 
to be a poor 
perform-
er, materi-
al sanctions 
such as re-
duced annu-
al increases 
in pay are 
imposed on 
the teacher

A mentor 
is appoint-
ed to help 
the teach-
er improve 
his/her 
teaching

A change in 
a teacher’s 
work respon-
sibilities (e. g. 
increase or 
decrease in 
his/her teach-
ing load or 
administra-
tive/manage-
rial responsi-
bilities)

A change 
in a teach-
er’s salary 
or a pay-
ment of a 
financial 
bonus

A change 
in the like-
lihood of 
a teach-
er’s career 
advance-
ment

Dismissal 
or non-re-
newal of 
contract

Tambov 
Oblast

Never 22.1 11.3 8.6 55.0 84.4

Sometimes 7.9 29.7 59.1 91.4 88.7 45.0 15.6

Most of the time 33.4 25.5 48.2 9.1 11.3

Always 66.6 66.6 20.6

Belgorod 
Oblast

Never 5.2 18.1 39.3 80.6 54.2 28.3

Sometimes 57.4 22.7 19.5 4.0 45.8 61.4

Most of the time 63.4 49.5 27.1 54.2 41.2 5.0 10.3

Always 36.6 50.5 10.3 5.0 10.3

Ryazan 
Oblast

Never 7.6 26.4 32.2 34.0 52.4 26.4

Sometimes 40.4 75.8 13.4 36.8 55.2 47.6 66.0

Most of the time 26.4 22.3 16.6 49.4 31.0 10.8 7.6

Always 73.6 37.2 10.8

Republic 
of Komi

Never 13.9 20.4 13.9 6.5 20.4 71.4 100.0

Sometimes 37.6 79.6 6.5 51.5 79.6 28.6

Most of the time 79.6 79.6 42.0

Always 20.4 48.5

Republic 
of 
Ingushetia

Never 21.9 21.9 74.4 21.9

Sometimes 63.3 78.1 47.5 14.8 78.1 67.3

Most of the time 36.7 21.9 52.5 85.2 78.1 25.6 10.8

Always

Pskov 
Oblast

Never 45.6 45.6 45.6 78.9

Sometimes 13.7 40.7 33.2 100.0 54.4 54.4 21.1

Most of the time 59.3 21.1 13.7 21.1

Always 40.7 65.1 45.6
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gorod Oblast, Pskov Oblast and Ingushetia 100% of the principals as-
sert that their students are allowed to actively participate in school 
decisions, while one-third of the school leaders in St. Petersburg and 
Komi disagree with this item.

However, while it may seem that such answers should be indica-
tors of a high level of democracy in school management, we have to 
throw them into question, as at the same time a large proportion of the 
principals report to make the important decisions on their own. Their 
agreement with the relevant statement allows us to define the school 
leadership style as authoritarian. Authoritarian principals are most of-
ten found in Nizhny Novgorod Oblast, Tambov Oblast and Volgograd 
Oblast, whereas Belgorod Oblast and Pskov Oblast have the most 
democratic school leaders with authoritarian principals accounting 
for only 10–15%. No principal in Ingushetia agrees with the statement.

We received mostly positive answers to the question “Do you have 
a school governing board?” Governing boards are available in all of the 
schools in six of the regions and in 70–90% of schools in the other re-

Table 5. Delegation of school management powers by principals (as a percentage of the 
number of respondents in the region)

This school provides 
staff with opportunities 
to actively participate 
in school decisions

This school provides par-
ents or guardians with op-
portunities to actively par-
ticipate in school decisions

This school provides 
students with opportu-
nities to actively partici-
pate in school decisions

I make the impor-
tant decisions on 
my own

There is a collabo-
rative school culture 
which is characterized 
by mutual support

Disagree Agree Disagree Agree Disagree Agree Disagree Agree Disagree Agree

Moscow 100.0 4.0 96.0 8.9 91.1 69.5 30.5 3.0 97.0

Moscow Oblast 100.0 8.3 91.7 13.8 86.2 56.5 43.5 5.0 95.0

Republic of Tatarstan 100.0 100.0 4.0 96.0 35.5 64.5 100.0

St. Petersburg 100.0 6.7 93.3 34.5 65.5 69.3 30.7 100.0

Altai Krai 100.0 100.0 2.1 97.9 66.8 33.2 100.0

Chelyabinsk Oblast 100.0 11.6 88.4 21.8 78.2 74.5 25.5 100.0

Volgograd Oblast 100.0 100.0 5.5 94.5 23.2 76.8 100.0

Nizhny Novgorod 
Oblast

100.0 7.3 92.7 15.0 85.0 18.1 81.9 10.2 89.8

Tambov Oblast 100.0 100.0 100.0 21.0 79.0 100.0

Belgorod Oblast 100.0 100.0 100.0 90.8 9.2 100.0

Ryazan Oblast 100.0 20.2 79.8 20.2 79.8 83.4 16.6 100.0

Komi Republic 100.0 13.9 86.1 37.6 62.4 79.6 20.4 22.9 77.1

Republic of 
Ingushetia

100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Pskov Oblast 100.0 100.0 100.0 86.3 13.7 100.0
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gions, except for St. Petersburg and Komi, where the number is much 
lower (Fig. 6). However, the availability of a governing board alone is 
not enough to call a school’s leadership democratic: there are regions 
where each school has a governing board, but many principals do not 
delegate their decision-making powers. For example, 100% of the 
schools in Volgograd Oblast have governing boards, but nearly 77% of 
the principals make all of the important decisions on their own. This is 
also true for Tambov Oblast: only 21% of the principals entrust decision 
making to governing boards, which are available in every school. This 
implies that governing boards in these and some other regions only ex-
ist on paper and do not perform their functions, thus depreciating the 
very idea of collaborative state and public administration. This TALIS 
data is also confirmed by other studies. In particular, in her Master’s 
thesis [2015], Yuliya Galyamina analyzes the role that governing boards 
played in the merger of Moscow schools and kindergartens into edu-
cational parks. Forty-seven percent of the surveyed parents report that 
neither before nor after the reform did they know about the introduc-
tion of governing boards. About the same proportion of the respond-
ents were not aware of the decisions the governing boards made on 
the merger. Moscow schools also each have a governing board, but it 
turns out that those who these boards are designed to represent know 
nothing about their activities or even existence.

As can be seen above, it is still too early to say that staff refresh-
ment encourages distribution of transformational leadership strate-
gies in terms of power delegation.

Figure . Availability of school governing boards
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Despite the measures undertaken by schools to improve academic 
performance and teaching quality, Russian principals report the short-
age of a number of vital resources. Forty-four percent of the princi-
pals believe that their schools lack qualified teachers, and 10% find 
the shortage severe. The principals in Tatarstan, St. Petersburg, Pskov 
Oblast, Altai and Ingushetia seem to be the most concerned about the 
lack of qualified teachers. In the latter two regions, the issue is a major 
concern for almost 70% of the school leaders (Fig. 7). Meanwhile, the 

Resources that 
Principals Need 

Most of All

Figure . Shortage of qualifi ed teachers
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majority of principals in Moscow, Moscow Oblast, Volgograd Oblast, 
and the Komi Republic are satisfied with the quality of teaching.

Only 30% of all school principals report a shortage of teachers 
with competence in teaching students with special needs, and only 
6% see it as a great hindrance (Fig. 8). In Pskov Oblast and Belgorod 
Oblast, no one chose the “A lot” answer, and 60–80% of principals in 
most of the regions have no concerns about the issue. The most se-
vere shortage of staff members with competence in dealing with stu-

 Not at all
 Very little
 To some extent
 A lot

Figure 8. Shortage of teachers with competence in teaching students 
with special needs
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dents with special needs is observed in Moscow and Altai Krai. It is 
highly probable that inclusion is indeed on the policy agenda of these 
regions.

Russian principals observe insufficient Internet access and a 
shortage or inadequacy of instructional materials, computers, com-
puter software and even library materials more often than their for-
eign colleagues. Little more than 20% of Australian, French, English 
and Canadian principals report the shortage of these resources, and 
some isolated cases can be found in Singapore.

Material support differs a lot between schools in different regions 
(Table 6). Only 10% of the principals in Moscow and Nizhny Novgorod 
Oblast feel a shortage of some resources; the problem is irrelevant in 
Tambov but very acute in Chelyabinsk Oblast, with 82% of the school 
leaders complaining about the lack of instructional materials. The 
shortage or inadequacy of computers is a concern for every region to 
some extent, but the most critical shortages are reported by Belgo-
rod Oblast, Chelyabinsk Oblast, Altai Krai, and even Moscow Oblast, 
while Tambov Oblast and Moscow appear to be the least affected. 
Ingushetia experiences a disastrous situation with Internet access, 
which bothers virtually all the principals. Komi and Altai also face rath-
er grave Internet access problems. The principals in these regions find 
it difficult to provide an adequate learning environment because the 
need for the Internet is very high due to the distance from the center 
yet using the web is almost impossible. The shortage of computer 
software is least perceptible in Moscow, St. Petersburg, Tatarstan and 
Tambov Oblast, and is suffered most by the schools in Ingushetia and 
Komi. The situation in Pskov Oblast is controversial: one half of the re-
spondents do not feel the shortage of software at all, while the other 
half find it a major concern. We can only suggest an extremely uneven 
distribution of resources in the region. The shortage of library materi-
als is acute in the schools of Pskov Oblast only. Yet, 5–10% of respond-
ents in every region are unhappy with their library stock. In large cities, 
however, this is hard to explain unless the principal is unable to pro-
vide necessary resources for the school themselves.

The shortage of support personnel is a much smaller concern for 
Russian school principals than for their foreign counterparts, though 
Russian schools are poorly staffed as compared to Western European 
schools with their teaching assistants. What is more, foreign schools 
work to expand this staff category. The attitude of principals to support 
personnel comes from the education policy. In Moscow and Tambov 
Oblast, which are undergoing a restructure, the principals have to get 
rid of support personnel and thus cannot feel any shortage of it. Con-
versely, the principals of St. Petersburg and Pskov Oblast schools face 
an acute shortage, as reported by over 50% of the school leaders.
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Table 6. Factors hindering school’s capacity to provide quality instruction (as a percentage of the number of 
respondents in the region)

Region Extent

Shortage or inade-
quacy of instruction-
al materials (e. g. 
textbooks)

Shortage or inad-
equacy of comput-
ers for instruction

Insufficient 
Internet ac-
cess

Shortage or inad-
equacy of comput-
er software for in-
struction

Shortage or in-
adequacy of li-
brary materials

Shortage 
of support 
personnel

Moscow Not at all 71.1 48.7 70.7 43.5 55.2 63.7

A lot 11.8 3.6 3.6 11.8 9.7 8.1

Moscow Oblast Not at all 67.7 21.8 26 19.3 48.9 32.6

A lot 13.8 9.8 7.3 3.6 13.1

Republic of 
Tatarstan

Not at all 46.2 52.7 57 37.7 25.6 14.9

A lot 4.2 1.8 15.4 6.6 6.6 27.7

St. Petersburg Not at all 52.1 20.8 45.6 13.9 44.8 25.4

A lot 3.7 9.4 7.2 3.7 5.6

Altai Krai Not at all 25.3 20 10 10 10 20

A lot 3.6 5.7 10 22.1 13.6 5.7

Chelyabinsk Oblast Not at all 3.9 24.5 34.5 24.5 20.3 30.1

A lot 39.2 21.4 28.8 28.8 5.5 17.1

Volgograd Oblast Not at all 11.2 25.8 23 27.6 4.1 49.2

A lot 13.8 28.7 25 28.7 11.2 25.3

Nizhny Novgorod 
Oblast

Not at all 56.8 34.4 50.8 32.4 48.3 50.5

A lot 12.7 13.1

Tambov Oblast Not at all 86.2 43.7 39.7 31.3 31.3 72

A lot

Belgorod Oblast Not at all 9.2 22.2 39.1 34.3 12.6 68.6

A lot 16.9 33.9 16.9

Ryazan Oblast Not at all 22.8 22.8 52.4 22.8 5.8 31

A lot 8.9 8.9 8.9 8.9 15.1

Komi Republic Not at all 63.3 48.5 71.4

A lot 28.6 77.1 35.2

Republic of 
Ingushetia

Not at all

A lot 14.8 21.9 36.7 36.7 14.8 14.8

Pskov Oblast Not at all 40.7 54.4 54.4 54.4 33.2

A lot 45.6 45.6 45.6 45.6
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In most regions, the principals gave honest answers about students 
arriving late at school (Fig. 9). The distribution of the answers is similar 
to that in other countries. Yet, some of the regions demonstrate purely 
positive statistics: students are never late in Belgorod Oblast and rare-
ly arrive late in Tambov Oblast.

The situation with unjustified absences is more favorable in Rus-
sia than in most TALIS-participating countries. Belgorod Oblast and 
Tambov Oblast look spotless here again with either no or rare cases 
of absenteeism (Fig. 10).

According to the survey results, vandalism and theft are uncom-
mon in Russian schools, with only some principals in Nizhny Novgo-
rod Oblast and Altai reporting weekly cases (Fig. 11).

The same two regions provided a more unbiased picture of stu-
dent conflicts and physical injuries (Fig. 12). The principals of most 
regions claim that children in their schools never have fights or inju-
ries, but this information is hardly credible. Such ignorance may be a 
result of the inefficiency of children’s rights institutions or non-report-
ing by students.

Nearly all of the principals deny that students in their schools con-
sume alcohol or drugs —  allegedly it never happens in 8 out of the 14 
regions (Fig. 13). It is probable that the principals prefer to evade this 

“hot” issue. Chelyabinsk Oblast is the only one where the principals 
admit the problem.

TALIS-2013 data differs strikingly from the results obtained in 
2008. In TALIS-2008, 57% of the principals admitted numerous cas-
es of student misconduct, 35% reported a decline in academic perfor-
mance, and 27% confirmed that drug abuse and theft were common 
in their schools. It is unlikely that the use of drugs could have virtual-
ly ceased in five years.

Cheating is the only type of misconduct admitted by school princi-
pals in every region (Fig. 14). In many of the regions (Moscow Oblast, 
Ryazan Oblast, Republics of Tatarstan, Komi and Ingushetia), be-
tween 20% and 30% of the principals report that students cheat dai-
ly, and only a few schools in Moscow and Moscow Oblast can boast 
zero cheating, according to their principals. The transparency on this 
item is probably explained by the fact that cheating is almost impos-
sible to conceal during final examinations, and 2013 saw an unprec-
edented number of cases, which the principals perceived as a direct 
threat to their performance evaluation.

On the whole, the survey results show that Russian school princi-
pals are not used to focusing on the problems they face: school per-
formance monitoring and inspections exist rather for punitive purpos-
es than to support school development.

When development is a priority, principal self-assessment is an 
important component of the overall principal performance measure-
ment. If a principal can see her or his setbacks and report about them 
explicitly, an inspection will serve to help the principal find ways to 

Assessment of 
School Climate 

by School 
Principals
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Figure . Students’ arriving late at school
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Figure . Student absenteeism
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Figure . Vandalism and theft
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Figure . Physical injury caused by violence among students
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Figure . Use/possession of drugs and/or alcohol
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Figure . Cheating
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Table 7. Job satisfaction of school principals (as a percentage of the number of respondents in the region)

The advantag-
es of this profes-
sion clearly out-
weigh the disad-
vantages

If I could decide 
again, I would 
still choose this 
job/position

I would like to 
change to anoth-
er school if that 
were possible

I think that the 
teaching profes-
sion is valued in 
society

I am satisfied 
with my perfor-
mance in this 
school

All in all, 
I am sat-
isfied with 
my job

Moscow Disagree 14.4 5.0 93.9 16.2 5.3 4.0

Agree 85.6 95.0 6.1 83.8 94.7 96.0

Moscow Oblast Disagree 16.2 14.6 98.5 58.9 6.7 6.7

Agree 83.8 85.4 1.5 41.1 93.3 93.3

Republic of 
Tatarstan

Disagree 20.1 18.8 100.0 41.9 18.8 11.3

Agree 79.9 81.2 58.1 81.2 88.7

St. Petersburg Disagree 100.0 13.4 17.8

Agree 100.0 100.0 86.6 82.2 100.0

Altai Krai Disagree 17.9 4.3 86.4 46.4 23.7

Agree 82.1 95.7 13.6 53.6 76.3 100.0

Chelyabinsk 
Oblast

Disagree 17.1 28.6 100.0 34.5

Agree 82.9 71.4 65.5 100.0 100.0

Volgograd Oblast Disagree 33.1 19.3 100.0 51.0 16.9 17.0

Agree 66.9 80.7 49.0 83.1 83.0

Nizhny Novgorod 
Oblast

Disagree 10.5 10.5 100.0 23.9 4.9

Agree 89.5 89.5 76.1 95.1 100.0

Tambov Oblast Disagree 11.3 100.0 29.5

Agree 100.0 88.7 70.5 100.0 100.0

Belgorod Oblast Disagree 28.4 10.3 100.0 59.2 18.1

Agree 71.6 89.7 40.8 81.9 100.0

Ryazan Oblast Disagree 7.6 91.1 69.0 34.9 14.7

Agree 92.4 100.0 8.9 31.0 65.1 85.3

Komi Republic Disagree 42.0 14.8 85.2 28.6 14.8

Agree 58.0 85.2 14.8 71.4 85.2 100.0

Republic of 
Ingushetia

Disagree 21.9 21.9 100.0 21.9 74.4 21.9

Agree 78.1 78.1 78.1 25.6 78.1

Pskov Oblast Disagree 100.0 100.0 59.3

Agree 100.0 100.0 40.7 100.0
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handle those setbacks. However, if an inspection only aims to search 
for setbacks and punish the guilty, school leaders will try to hide the 
setbacks in every possible way, and such inspections are unlikely to 
promote any development.

Most principals rate their job highly and are not willing to change 
their profession or the school they work for (Table 7). At the same time, 
they evaluate the outcomes of their own work highly. Of the principals 
in Tambov Oblast and Chelyabinsk Oblast, 100% are completely sat-
isfied with their own performance, while being unhappy with teacher 
performance and having cheaters and late arrivals in school. Some 
principals in other regions are not quite satisfied with their own per-
formance, but they account for barely 20%. Only in Ryazan Oblast 
and Pskov Oblast are more than one-third of the principals not satis-
fied with the outcomes they have achieved.

1. The work of a principal in aiming to develop and transform their 
school begins with evaluating the situation as objectively as pos-
sible. If the principal is unable or unwilling to do so, they will rarely 
succeed in their efforts. Of course, participation in an international 
survey may motivate principals to make their school, their region 
and their country look as good as possible, but a critical attitude 
to one’s own performance is still required. This is how principals 
treat their achievements in countries with the highest education 
outcomes, such as Singapore, Finland, etc.

2. As a result of the reforms and school network optimization, schools 
in a number of Russian regions are now led by young principals 
who are more optimistic about both their own potential and the 
opportunities at work. However, they are still unable to work in a 
team and delegate power.

3. To date, there has been no established system for school princi-
pal training in Russia. Only a few regions report to have trained 
over 20 percent of candidates prior to employment; meanwhile, 
there are regions with no principal training at all. The Governments 
of these regions as well as the school principals should pay spe-
cial attention to staff training, since an unprepared principal can-
not provide a high level of performance, and there is no time for 
learning on the job.

4. Many school leaders even complain about problems that they 
have the power to overcome. For instance, the lack of library ma-
terials is quite a solvable problem in large cities, but principals of-
ten adopt a parasitical behavior style, which makes successful 
transformational leadership impossible. However, there are ob-
jective problems too: schools in some of the regions have virtu-
ally no Internet access for students, experience an acute short-
age of budget funds and suffer a lack of teachers. Solving those 

Conclusions
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issues is a mission, not so much for the principals, but for the lo-
cal governments.

5. Nearly all principals actively appraise teachers but many of them 
assume irrelevant functions, substituting themselves for head 
teachers or mentors. Mentorship exists only on paper in a number 
of regions: all principals acknowledge its importance but do not 
trust mentors to remedy weaknesses in teaching. Consequently, 
school principals prefer “operating manually” and interacting with 
individual teachers, not staff groups.

6. Authoritarianism and an unwillingness to delegate power are the 
major handicaps to the transformational leadership of school prin-
cipals in many regions. In some of the regions, school leaders con-
tinue making all of the important decisions on their own despite 
having governing boards and sometimes they even work for the 
governing board while at the same time complain about the lack 
of assistance. Principal training programs should thus teach team-
building, power delegation and distributed leadership skills.

7. In many regions, principals report a shortage of qualified teach-
ers. However, effective advanced training programs for teachers 
have been organized rather poorly, and the principals do not seem 
to feel responsible for providing this type of training. Instruction-
al leadership is another aspect of principal training that deserves 
special focus.

8. Staff refreshment as such does not prepare school principals for 
transformational leadership: as we can see, even the youngest 
principals found in Moscow and Tambov Oblast are unlikely to del-
egate powers, are satisfied with their performance and are igno-
rant of difficult students, just as their more experienced colleagues 
are. We have to admit though that staff refreshment does not pro-
vide quick outcomes, so the next round (TALIS-2018) will give us 
a more detailed picture.

9. In a large number of the regions, the principals prefer to turn a 
blind eye to the faults in their schools, but there are also regions 
where honest self-assessment prevails. The ability to identify and 
admit one’s failures is an indispensable quality of every success-
ful leader, and one which is critical for school performance.
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