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Abstract: During the past years, the responsibilities, job intensification and workload of school
principals have increased. Since school leadership is a key factor for improving learning, in this
study we seek to understand which practices prioritize school principals in the City of Buenos Aires,
Argentina. By employing a quantitative approach, TALIS 2018 questionnaire was administered to
a representative sample composed by 296 principals from both primary and secondary schools from
the City of Buenos Aires. These principals dedicate the largest amount of time in administrative
tasks, whereas the second dimension with the greatest preponderance in their agendas is related to
interpersonal interactions with non-teaching members of the community, leaving scarce time for
pedagogical practices. Relevant outcomes were found in this research. Principals” agendas do not
seem to arise from planned decisions towards leadership for learning, but from a reactive trait related
to bureaucratic urgency and obligations, which does not constitute a good perspective for school

improvement.



Introduction

Over the last decade, studies on educational leadership have shown that job responsibilities and
workload have increased for school principals, as their tasks have gained more complexity and
volume (Pollock, Wang and Hauseman, 2015). Factors that increment this workload can be related
to unplanned work (Oplatka, 2017), new education reforms (Miller, 2015), mandatory
implementation of practices through legal tasks and guidelines (Klocko and Wells, 2015) and
intensive use of information technologies for communication and management (Pollock and
Hauseman, 2019).

The pandemic has reinforced this tendency (Harris, 2020; Stone-Johnson and Weiner, 2020)
since school principals were at the forefront of organizational, pedagogical and community
strategies, which made their role even more exposed to intense frictions in an unprecedented
adaptive effort (Romero, Zullo and Covos, 2023). Although school principals are confronting more
multiple, complex and varied functions, specialized training is not always guaranteed, particularly
in Latin America, to meet these purposes (Weinstein, Mufioz and Hernandez, 2014). The complexity
of the principal's role, coupled with reform demands, lack of necessary preparation, and frequent
struggles to prioritize and delegate tasks, results in increased demands of time and the need for
quicker decision-making (Wang, Pollock and Hauseman, 2022), which calls for a much needed
understanding of how they cope with time management and professional agendas.

Therefore, in this research, we aim to comprehend which practices are prioritized by school
principals in the City of Buenos Aires (CABA), Argentina, by analysing how they distribute their
time, based on the results obtained from TALIS 2018 (Teaching and Learning International Survey),

an international assessment conducted by the Organization for Economic Cooperation and



Development (OECD), where teachers and principals provide information about their leadership

practices and school climate (Veletic and Olsen, 2021).

Theoretical Framework

School leaders are crucial for ensuring educational quality (Leithwood, Harris and Hopkins, 2019)
as they manage improvement efforts (Pont, 2020), contribute to effective teaching (Ting y Chuang,
2024), optimize learning outcomes (Robinson and Gray, 2019), and promote educational equity and
justice (Ryan, 2016; Shaked, 2023). Principals can enhance teaching through pedagogical leadership
(Bolivar, 2019) while developing organisational learning to empower students and teachers towards
equity and effectiveness (Bolivar and Murillo, 2017).

Furthermore, school leadership can indirectly impact teaching improvement by influencing
both school and classroom climates, two factors that highly affect student learning outcomes (Allen,
Grigsby and Peters, 2015). According to the National School Climate Council (2007) schools with

positive climates

(...) include norms, values, and expectations that support people feeling socially,
emotionally and physically safe. People are engaged and respected. Students, families and
educators work together to develop, live, and contribute to a shared school vision. Educators
model and nurture an attitude that emphasises the benefits of, and satisfaction from, learning.
Each person contributes to the operations of the school as well as the care of the physical

environment (p. 4)

Likewise, diverse school climate definitions comprise students’, school staff, and families’
perceptions and experiences of school life in terms of social, civic, pedagogical, emotional, ethical

and academic aspects (Thapa, Cohen, Guffeya and Higgins-D’Alessandro, 2013). In this sense,



these authors signal that a positive school climate is also usually associated with collective and
shared responsibility over students” results, cooperative learning, group cohesion, respect and
mutual trust among teachers and students. Thus, positive school climates can influence the
perception and behaviour of all community members so as to produce a sense of belonging and
well-being.

Several decades ago relevant studies on the subject have also supported the idea that a
positive school climate can actually promote students’ abilities to learn by offering and enduring
safe environments (Hoy, Tarter and Kottkamp, 1991; Hoy, Hannum and Tschannen-Moran, 1998),
where leadership practices are directed towards the development of a culture of trust, support and
collegiality (Day, Sammons and Gorgen, 2020). Thus, school leaders are especially responsible for
defining a set of values, objectives and expectations that shape a healthy environment for teaching
and learning. As Huang and Benoliel (2023) note, after examining how Singapore principals
distribute their time across 13 leadership activities, school principals can strategically use their time
for improving student outcomes through developing a positive school climate towards teaching and
learning.

To achieve these positive climates school leaders can, for instance, create healthy
organisational conditions within a culture of high expectations for both teachers and students
(Hallinger, 2014). Also, principals can provide supportive structures to enhance shared leadership
for teachers in order to strengthen professional learning communities within schools (Carpenter,
2015). Principals can additionally help different school members to achieve various organisational
goals by exercising influence on them (Smith, Escobedo and Kearney, 2020).

Particularly, research aimed at exploring how principals can effectively foster positive
school climate has focused on interactions between teachers and principals (Price, 2012), due to the

fact that this relationship influences teachers' professional satisfaction and commitment (Price,



2015). Indeed, these social interactions are essential for generating effective learning climates (Price
and Moolenaar, 2015), by fostering cooperative, respectful, and supportive environments that
encourage potent pedagogical interactions to strengthen teaching practice (Fullan, 2014). In other
words, principals do not only need to spend time managing teachers and professional teams, but
also have to prioritise the well-being of teacher staff (Gorrell and De Nobile, 2023) in order to
improve school climates and teaching practices.

Since leadership is a crucial factor for improving learning outcomes through indirect actions,
such as building healthy climates for students and teachers, investigating how school principals
allocate their time becomes a critical issue for educational systems (Romero and Krichesky, 2018).
According to Grissom, Loeb and Master (2013) the time principals spend in teacher coaching or
supervision, as well as developing the school’s educational program, can predict positive
achievement results. However, the amount of time dedicated to informal classroom walkthroughs
negatively predicts student growth, particularly in high schools. Apparently, this happens because
principals do not necessarily use those walkthroughs as part of a broader school improvement
strategy.

Moreover, research shows that principals with better time management skills allocate more
time in classrooms and in managing instruction in their schools while they spend less time on
interpersonal relationship-building (Grissom, Loeb and Mitani, 2015). Authors also find strong
evidence in this research that associates time management skills with lower principal job stress. In
relation to the time dedicated by principals with teachers and other school stakeholders, a mixed
methods study that collected data from five principals during 28 consecutive days, found that
principals interacted with educational stakeholders most often while teachers provided instruction
to students. When working alone, however, principals frequently identified their activity as a

managerial task, as well as when interacting with district members or students (Hochbein Mayger



and Dever, 2020).
Similar results were displayed by Pollock and Wang (2021) using a sample of principals

from Ontario School’s English Language public system. In this particular study, school leaders
declared to spend almost half of their time in their offices or in the Vice Principals” office, while
management chores rounded up to almost a third of their time. Another interesting finding from this
research notes how current modes of communication (meetings, email and phone) affect their daily
agendas. They stress how reading, writing and sending emails has become a somehow new “time
consuming form of communication” for principals that can extend and disturb their workdays and
even weekends (Hochbein, 2020). Likewise, a study carried out in three private schools in Dubai
found that administrative tasks and parent inquiries, among others, were the most time-consuming
tasks expected of principals that ensured success of their educational institutions (Abdallah and
Forawi 2017).
Lastly, some studies have explored how principals exercise their leadership by using data

from the Teaching and Learning International Survey (TALIS). Specifically, in the past years
research has focused for example on the relationship between school leadership and school culture
through principals’ voices (Taajamo, Jappinen and Nissinen, 2023), on the relationship between
distributed leadership and principal instructional leadership (Xia and O’Shea, 2023), while others
sought to understand how school principals allocate their time in relation to the learning climate of
their schools (Romero and Krichesky, 2018). The increasing interest in school leadership is in fact
recognized by the TALIS 2018 study, where richer measures for school environment can be found
in both the school and teacher questionnaires (Ainley and Carstens, 2018), providing better coverage
to reflect the recent trends and innovations in research on school leadership (Veletic and Olsen,

2021).



Method

This study aims to comprehend how school principals from the City of Buenos Aires (Argentina)
prioritise leadership practices, by analysing how they allocate their time in relation to their context.
We are interested in investigating the connection between the use of time in the principal's agenda
and its impact on the school climate, while also establishing comparisons with countries in the
OECD and Latin America (LA), by using the TALIS 2018 questionnaire for principals.

TALIS examines time distribution in principals' schedules across six types of activities: (1)
administrative and leadership tasks and meetings, (2) curriculum and teaching-related tasks and
meetings, (3) interactions with students, (4) activities involving parents and tutor interactions, (5)
interactions with the local and regional community, businesses, and industries, and (6) other
activities. In 2018, the City of Buenos Aires (CABA), participated in TALIS for the first time with
a representative sample of both public and private primary and secondary schools. This
questionnaire was administered to a representative sample of schools comprising 175 primary
school principals and 121 secondary school principals.

As a stratified probabilistic sample, schools were randomly selected while controlling for
variables such as management sector, size and socioeconomic level of each school's population. In
this research we aim to identify, using a quantitative methodology, agenda priorities and time
allocation patterns of participating school principals. We therefore focused on items related to

leadership and school climate within the questionnaire.

Context

Argentina is a federal country in which all educational services depend on each subnational

jurisdiction or province. Most students attend public schools (70%), which are free of charge and



where teachers are designated, whereas 30% of students attend private schools where families pay
a monthly fee and where all personnel are hired privately. The City of Buenos Aires has the largest
proportion of students attending private schools, approaching almost 50%.

The functions of school leaders in Argentina are defined in school regulations. In the City
of Buenos Aires principals are considered teachers in the highest hierarchical scale who have the
responsibility to represent and lead the school taking into account educational policy, valid
regulations and the Institutional Project. Generally, a large number of functions are assigned to
principals, up to 65 in some cases. Most of these regulations include pedagogical, administrative
and social or community functions.

In Argentina 83% of principals are women; this number represents one of the highest
percentages in the region. At high school level, women comprise 62% of principals. The average
age is 47.5 years, which is higher than the average in Latin America (44 years). Principals spend
approximately 17 years working as teachers before becoming principals. More than half of them
(57.4%) hold their position and 84.1% possess a higher-level degree (Weinstein, Mufioz and

Hernandez, 2014).

Results

In this sample, the majority of managers are women (60.7%), while the TALIS average of female
directors is 48.9%. Regarding the average age of CABA, an average age of 52.4 years is recorded,
which is close to the average age in TALIS (51.4 years). As for the time that school leaders remain
in their positions at the same institution, we found that in this sample principals remain in office for
an average of 6 years, very similar to the TALIS average (6.5 years). However, there are

considerable differences between public and private schools. Directors remain an average of 7.51



years in private organisations, while in public ones this number is reduced to an average of 2.93
years.

The average for OECD and other Latin American countries show that school principals state
that they spend the greatest amount of time on administrative tasks (Table 1). Likewise, there is an
increase in the amount of time dedicated to these tasks, when comparing the results from TALIS
2013, not only in CABA but also internationally. The OECD average went from 41% in 2013 to
46.75% in 2018, for example, it grew almost 6 points. On the other hand, in CABA this increase

rounds up to 13%. In the latter case, this phenomenon occurs both in public and private schools.

Table 1
Use of Time

Time percentage OECD CABA BRAZIL CHILE COLOMBIA MEXICO
dedicated to:

Administrative 46,75 39,56 38,52 4427 50,93 45,02
and leadership

tasks and

meetings

Curriculum and 17,39 19,04 17,03 19,87 16,21 17,78
teaching-related

tasks and

meetings

Interactions with 15,3 19,61 19,36 16,52 12,35 17,23
students

Activities 10,58 14,67 13,56 11,88 10,44 12,83
involving

parents and tutor

interactions

Interactions with 5,78 5,11 7,78 5,05 7,51 5,43
local and

regional

community,

business and

industry



Other activities 4,2 2,01 3,75 2,41 2,56 1,71

Source: OECD, 2019; OECD, 2020.

The second most prevalent dimensions in principals' agenda are interpersonal interactions. The time
devoted by CABA principals in interacting with students surpasses the time spent on curriculum
and teaching-related tasks, in contrast to the OECD average, which shows opposite priorities. In
fact, school leaders in CABA have indicated dedicating nearly 40% of their time to interacting with
non-teaching members of the school community (students, parents, local community, and others),
whereas the OECD average for this is 31.6%. Compared to Latin American countries, CABA
principals allocate more time in interacting with students and families than Chile, Colombia, Mexico
and Brazil. The latter has similar but lower percentages.

In CABA, principals working in private institutions tend to prioritise pedagogical tasks
related to the curriculum and meetings with teachers (20.7%) more than those in public schools
(14.5%). On the other hand, 34.7% of CABA principals report observing classes frequently or very
frequently, a figure well below the OECD average (60.48%) and that of Latin America (see Table

2).

Table 2
Classroom observation

Percentage of OECD CABA BRASIL MEXICO CHILE COLOMBIA CABA CABA

principals Private  Public

that schools  schools
responded:

Never 4,94 7,96 7,04 2,06 2,09 10,09 3,72 17,95

Occasionally 34,56 57,35 38,12 41,68 35,3 42,27 60,87 49,81

Frequently 42,44 30,54 40091 39,58 43,19 27,33 31,67 26,93



Very 18,04 4,13 13,91 16,66 19,4 20,29 372 53
frequently

Source: OECD, 2019; OECD, 2020.

Lastly, an intriguing finding relates to the experience of stress. For principals, the three most
frequently mentioned sources of stress are having excessive administrative work, assuming
additional responsibilities due to teacher absenteeism, and addressing concerns from parents or

guardians (OECD, 2020).

Discussion

As whereas socio-demographic characteristics of principals are concerned, CABA’s sample
demonstrates a majority of women, exceeding the OECD proportion and aligned with the
feminization of the sector in Argentina (Romero and Krichesky, 2019). Principals in CABA are
older than the OECD average and remain in their positions relatively briefly, especially in public
schools where the average tenure is below three years. In CABA, as well as in other provinces in
Argentina, principals are forced to develop a very long career path to attain this hierarchic position,
which is based on seniority within the teaching profession. Besides, there are very low incentives to
pursue the role.

Regarding the use of time, several findings can be identified in this study. First, greater
administrative workload has been observed both locally and internationally, which can be linked to
educational system reforms that have taken place over the last decades, relying on school leaders as
key figures for their management. In the case of CABA, where this increase doubles the
international rise, the project "Escuelas del Futuro" (Future Schools) can account for this matter, a
jurisdictional reform outlined by the Ministry of Education for secondary schools, which involves

substantial curricular and administrative transformations.



Secondly, a significant amount of time (almost 40%) is dedicated to interactions with non-
teaching members in this sample, which is consistent with the findings of a previous study that
identified an "interactive leadership" approach in a non-representative sample of secondary school
principals (Romero and Krichesky, 2018). This phenomenon might be related to circumstances
concerning school climate, as these interactions could be attempts to address conviviality problems
in turbulent school environments noted in TALIS and other assessments like PISA (Romero and
Krichesky, 2018).

While the contents of these interactions are not specified, results from TALIS 2018 shows
persistent perceptions of challenging classroom climates in CABA: 52% of primary school teachers
and 37.4% of secondary school teachers indicate that they are forced to wait a long time before
starting class until students settle down, and 49% of primary school teachers and 35% of secondary
school teachers consider that they lose a significant amount of class time due to disruptions (OECD,
2020), for instance. According to PISA 2018 data, significant problems persist within classroom
and school climates in CABA. Over half of secondary school students report some noise and
disorder in classes, 39.6% additionally indicate that in some classes students cannot work well, and
36% state they were absent from school at least once in the two weeks preceding the test, with 68%
of these students being absent once or twice (Arena, Cetrdngolo, Curcio and Kit, 2019).

Clearly, principals are sensitive to organisational contexts and problems, and therefore
leaders in schools with negative environments may be more demanded to address issues related to
school climate such as discipline, conflicts among stakeholders or students’ regard for each other,
among others (Lee and Hallinger, 2012). This might be the reason why principals spend a significant
part of their school agendas” in these interactions, considering that school leadership usually
involves social interaction and requires leaders to navigate the complex relationships between

teachers, parents, students, and external stakeholders.



However, the high demand for social interaction can lead to emotional exhaustion in
principals without sufficient skills (Wang, Pollock and Hauseman, 2022), and it doesn't inherently
guarantee the required academic climate for a more relevant and equitable educational programme.
In fact, as a consequence of the last pandemic, principals are nowadays even more concerned with
helping their staff to deal with their emotions so that teachers can be effective in the classroom with
their students (Oplatka and Crawford, 2022).

While dedication to pedagogical tasks in CABA’s sample is close to the OECD and Latin
America averages, there is a marked difference in terms of time spent on classroom observation,
which is even scarcer in public schools. This calls for further research to identify the nature of these
other pedagogical tasks. It is evident that the focus of principals' agendas is not on pedagogical
aspects. What motivates this time allocation? What consequences and challenges does it pose for
the development of tasks related to leadership for learning? Further research could be carried out on
this matter.

The emphasis on administrative tasks and interactions with "non-teaching" members could
be motivated by external pressures, whether from educational administration or policies, as well as
from internal school contexts. These imposed demands can be aimed at settling down complicated
circumstances or emotionally supporting students and families. Considering these results,
principals” use of time can be somehow described as administration-bound, spontaneous and
fragmented (Huang, Hochbein and Simons, 2020), while trying to resolve critical school conditions.
On the other hand, the pedagogical dimension is relegated in the principal's agenda, perhaps because
there are no clear incentives to address it, and there are no rewards or penalties based on learning
outcomes. While the effects of low learning quality are deferred over time, the consequences of not
addressing administrative issues or contextual situations are immediate, profound and serious.

Though our sample is exclusively composed by principals from Buenos Aires, the country's



capital, most of the working conditions and regulations that affect their jobs do not vary substantially
within different districts in Argentina (Romero and Krichesky, 2019). In this sense, the way school
leaders distribute their time might show similar patterns all over the country. However, further
research could be aimed at deepening our comprehension of subtle variations in school leadership
practices by comparing varied regions or provinces.
Even though the results hereby obtained match findings from similar - and far more
ambitious - studies, this research comprises other limitations. Firstly, further consideration of
external and compulsory time demands should be addressed in research, in order to deeply
understand how principals distribute their time (Hochbein and Meyers, 2021). Secondly, it would
be also interesting to complement our knowledge on school principals” use of time by adopting

qualitative methodologies and techniques.
Given that Argentina lacks quality standards or frameworks for regulating "effective
leadership," for instance, it appears that principals' agendas do not stem from planned decisions of
learning-focused leadership, but rather from reactive leadership towards urgent conflicts or
bureaucratic obligations. This does not foster solid school improvement initiatives. Even if
principals” preparation programmes started addressing skills related to time management as Grissom
and others (2015) suggest, policy regulations and educational reforms should also contemplate the
context in which principals develop their work. Particularly, since interpersonal communication and
job satisfaction, for example, significantly influence principal’s performance (Tampubolon and
Hamonangan, 2023). In this sense, principals professional development programmes should also
focus on intra and interpersonal skills in order to help school leaders respond and interact with
diverse stakeholders (Day and Taneva, 2023).
In this sense, Kouali (2017) states that school principals must learn and develop different

leadership styles, such as transformational or transactional leadership, so that they are able to modify



their leadership behaviour according to the situation, and to the demands and needs received from
their teachers and other stakeholders. This flexibilty will allow leaders to respond accordingly and
also influence their internal and external contexts, thus conducting a context-responsive leadership
practice (Brauckmann and Pashiardis, 2022). Principals” development initiatives should be aimed
at that, while school regulations offer new possibilities for leaders to increase the level of teachers’
satisfaction so that they can become more effective in their teaching. Constructing pedagogical
leadership focused on learning in turbulent scenarios still remains a significant challenge and should

be urgently addressed in order to achieve sustainable school improvement.
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