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Abstract 

Based on the premise that a leadership model that supports teachers to improve their 

practice will have an impact on their instruction and ultimately student learning, an investigation 

of different academic leadership structures was undertaken, with a specific focus on academic 

heads of department, the roles they undertake and how they experience these responsibilities. My 

literature review examined relevant and current research around school leadership, department 

leadership and the independent school context. Research participants from member schools of 

the Independent Schools Association of British Columbia completed an online survey that 

collected demographic data, rankings and level of importance of 45 roles and responsibilities of 

department heads, and level of satisfaction in their relationships, job satisfaction and efficacy. 

Organizing department meetings, setting department goals and managing department 

collaboration were the top three roles that participants undertook, which they also ranked as the 

most important. Respondents reported strong relationships and support from their administration. 

Being sufficiently trained and receiving appropriate compensation received the lowest mean 

responses. A strong correlation was found between job satisfaction and the three questions on 

support from administration, support from the School Head and receiving sufficient leadership 

training. Data was further analyzed using the demographics of department specialization, years 

teaching and school size. Recommendations include improved professional development and 

compensation for department heads who are being asked to take on the diversity and complexity 

of roles delegated, while further study is needed into what specific levels currently exist in 

schools in these two areas. 
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Chapter One: Introduction 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to look at the roles and responsibilities of department heads 

in independent secondary schools in British Columbia (BC). Based on the premise that a 

leadership model that supports teachers to improve their practices will have an impact on their 

instruction and ultimately student learning, an investigation of different academic leadership 

structures was undertaken, with a specific focus on Academic Heads of Department, the roles 

they take and how they experience these responsibilities. 

As a teacher for over seventeen years and the Dean of Academics for my school, I became 

interested in the changing role that my colleagues, the department heads, took in the school’s 

academic direction. In addition to the practical components of the role (ordering supplies, 

tracking textbooks, managing teaching spaces and assigning teachers to classes), these leaders 

worked with members of their department to set goals in keeping with the direction of the 

department and in alignment with the overall academic direction of the school. They ensured that 

teachers covered the curriculum determined by the Ministry of Education and followed the 

published course outlines. In addition, they provided feedback and mentoring to their department 

members with regards to instruction and evaluation. 

As the importance of a strong academic program continued to increase, the tasks taken on 

by this group and the discussions they were involved in with senior management also grew more 

complex. Within a year, their portfolio grew to include the introduction of a new academic 

timetable, the formalization of midterm exams, the implementation of an instructional excellence 

program with intense teacher assessment for all faculty and a re-newed focus on 21st century 

delivery of instruction. 
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Since school leadership has been shown to be “second only to teaching among school-

related factors in its impact on student learning” (Leithwood, Seashore Louis, Anderson & 

Wahlstrom, 2004, p.3), I began to question whether the role taken by department heads was 

sufficiently valued. Were the introduction of such tasks unique to this school, or were 

comparable schools implementing similar academic leadership structures? Were these key 

figures in the academic program experiencing the leadership position they had undertaken in a 

similar manner? 

Justification of the Study 

I believe the finding of Leithwood et al. (2004) that “of the factors that contribute to what 

students learn at school… leadership is second in strength only to classroom instruction” (p. 70) 

was a key reason for undertaking this research. Strong teaching is a key feature in any child’s 

learning, but the job that teachers perform is impacted on a daily basis by the varied elements of 

their working environment and the support they receive from school leaders. 

In Valentine and Prater’s (2011) analysis of different principal leadership models, the 

perceived competence of a principal, as opposed to their leadership style, was identified as the 

key feature in their effectiveness. Teacher morale and student achievement increased when 

principals were involved in instructional and curriculum leadership, when they had knowledge of 

teaching and learning theories, and when they demonstrated an ability to work collaboratively 

with teachers. 

A report from the Wallace Foundation (2013) into leadership research identified the five 

key practices that effective principals implement in schools: “Shaping a vision of academic 

success for all students, creating a climate hospitable to education, cultivating leadership in 

others, improving instruction, and managing people, data and processes to foster school 
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improvement.” (p. 4). When looking at secondary schools, they found that department heads 

were under utilized when endeavouring to improve instruction, as the level of sophistication of 

the material would warrant principals to delegate this function. The authors suggest redefining 

the department head role to include these essential responsibilities. 

While studies often focus on public school data concerning the crucial role of the principal, 

when taken into the independent school context, the findings cannot be directly transferred to the 

role of the school head. Other than a dissertation by Kinsella (2011) into department head roles 

in American independent schools, little research exists in this very specific segment of the 

education system. While school heads need to ensure that all the legal responsibilities of a 

principal as outlined in The School Act of British Columbia (1996) are undertaken, some 

leadership functions are wisely delegated to other members of the leadership team. In addition to 

the academic direction of the school, most independent school administrative structures require 

heads to manage aspects of the institution that public school principals do not typically oversee. 

These include the “physical plant,” human resources, fundraising, budgeting, governance, alumni 

relations, residential facilities and the recruitment of students. 

The increased complexity of the role of school head has resulted in a shift in focus away 

from that of “head master” or “head teacher” to a Chief Executive Officer model where the day-

to-day instructional oversight rests with department leaders. It is not surprising then that other 

roles such as “Director of Academics” and “Head of Department” have evolved to provide this 

level of leadership in these schools. 

While an independent school head needs to remain involved in the academic direction of 

their school, delegating and sharing leadership has had to occur as the responsibilities that come 

with their role and school size increase. They are still required to address the big picture 
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demands placed on them by authorities. The practicality of a single leader who closely manages 

all aspects of the school is no longer viable and is being replaced by models that encourage and 

support others to lead. For this to be viable, heads are required to give up aspects of all that they 

control. Coleman (2011) notes that this realization of the potential advantage of collaboration 

leads to a focus on improving student outcomes and develops a culture of trust. 

The benefits of sharing aspects of school leadership was supported by the work of 

Khasawneh (2011) who recommended that institutions promote higher levels of distributed 

leadership by involving faculty in strategic discussions on leadership and school needs, and 

providing professional development support for faculty to acquire and embrace a model of 

shared leadership. When teachers feel supported by their school leadership and involved in 

decisions concerning direction, Hulpia, Devos and Van Keer (2011) found that their level of 

commitment to the school increased. 

For teachers the support, mentoring and guidance provided by a department head helps 

improve instruction and allows one to have a voice in a department’s direction. At the high 

school level, each academic department has different concerns and needs (Kinsella, 2011), so 

being grouped and led by a peer who has experience in the field is key. As well, the academic 

department head structure provides a venue in which to have discussions and share information. 

Questions and concerns of the faculty have a network through which they can be taken back to 

those in key decision making roles. 

Ghamrawi (2010) looked at leadership distribution from the head of department level in 

kindergarten to grade 12 schools in Lebanon. He identified spheres of influence of subject 

leadership to include the structure, evaluation and culture of their department. When subject 
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leaders included teachers in the implementation of these three areas, teachers felt a professional 

bond to the goals and workings of their departments. 

While the work of the Wallace Foundation (2013) highlighted the importance of principal 

leadership, Klar (2012) utilized much of the same research to investigate how principals could 

transfer certain responsibilities to department chairs in an attempt to increase their leadership 

capacity. Department heads felt empowered in their role when principals provided them with 

varied leadership opportunities through a model of collaborative learning and distributed 

leadership, while supporting their needs and making a long term commitment to their continued 

leadership (Klar, 2012). 

In an analysis of the department head role Harris (2000) also found that, “heads of 

department within English secondary schools contribute to departmental performance in much 

the same way as [principals] contribute to overall school performance” (p. 81). Similarly, in a 

study of United Kingdom (UK) schools, Brown, Rutherford and Boyle (2000b) found that while 

the role of department heads was increasing in complexity by taking on many senior 

management team responsibilities, the accompanying levels of support, authority and 

compensation were interpreted as inadequate. The key issues of time, curriculum stability, 

professional development, lack of vision and lack of communication were identified, as well as 

the need for alignment between the beliefs and values of the department and school. “It is the 

head of department who should be the focus for supporting the classroom teachers who actually 

have the front line responsibility for the enhancement of teaching, learning and achievement in 

classrooms” (Brown et al., 2000b, p.239). 

Another unique aspect of independent schools is that teacher effectiveness in the classroom 

is a key feature of student retention and thus the ultimate success of the school. This, and the fact 



 

 

 

 

 

 

6 ROLES AND RESPONSIBILITIES OF DEPARTMENT HEADS IN INDEPENDENT SCHOOLS 

that faculty are on one year contracts, can impact the relationship teachers have with each other 

and with their department head whose observations can influence their job. I believe that this 

shared responsibility in the education of each student leads to a strong sense of belonging within 

departments, and thus the department head’s ability to nurture and guide a group of teachers is a 

key role. 

As research continues to draw connections between student performance, teacher 

effectiveness and school leadership, the important role that department heads take to support 

teachers and influence learning environments needs to be studied. As the workload of principals, 

especially within the independent context, continues to evolve, understanding which key 

leadership tasks are being delegated to department heads will lead to a better understanding of 

the role these middle managers take in supporting teachers and students. 

Research Question and Hypothesis 

Given the increased responsibilities that are delegated from independent school heads to 

the teachers that take on leadership roles within their academic discipline, I decided to focus on 

identifying and analyzing the roles and responsibilities undertaken by this constituency of school 

leadership. The current study examined the question: How do independent high school academic 

department heads experience the leadership roles that they undertake within the academic 

leadership structure of their school? 

Based on the work of Gmelch and Miskin (1993) that identified the four aspects of the 

department head role as faculty developer, manager, leader and scholar, I believed that each 

school studied would have a similar set of core leadership responsibilities that are assigned to 

department heads. Variations on this structure and the roles that department heads take would 

occur based on the specific needs of each school and which initiatives they were undertaking for 



 

 

 

 

 

7 ROLES AND RESPONSIBILITIES OF DEPARTMENT HEADS IN INDEPENDENT SCHOOLS 

continued academic improvement. Based on the literature and experience, I expected that 

department heads were involved in hiring, curriculum design, program implementation, 

instructional supervision, staffing assignments, change management, and teacher evaluation, in 

addition to various logistical and clerical tasks they undertook (Brown et al., 2000b; Ghamrawi, 

2010; Harris, 2000; Kinsella, 2011; Mercer & Ri, 2006). I hoped to encounter heads of 

department who felt empowered in their roles, and understood their importance within the 

academic structure of their schools, and ultimately the achievement of their students. However, 

the findings of Brown et al. (2000b), Kinsella (2011) and Turner (2000) that professional 

development, support and appropriate compensation were not in place for the department heads 

they studied must also be considered. 

Definition of Terms 

For the context of this research, department head is the position of leadership within a 

specific secondary school academic department. 

The experiences of department heads are how they anecdotally and quantifiably relate the 

responsibilities that they undertake to their level of importance within the role and the rating of  

efficacy in the position. 

While identifying the specific leadership roles that are undertaken was a part of the 

information gathering component of this research, I assumed these roles included the 

administrative responsibilities of the department that relate to curriculum delivery, instruction, 

staffing, supplies and goal setting (Kinsella, 2011). 

How these roles are assigned to various faculty members represents the academic 

leadership structure of a school. With this research occurring within the independent school 
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context, an inventory was done of which functions traditionally undertaken by principals and 

vice-principals in the public system are redistributed in independent schools. 

Brief Overview of Study 

This study focused on the academic department structure of secondary schools within the 

Independent Schools Association of British Columbia (ISABC) due to the commonalities of 

these schools in size, structure and functionality. A request was sent to all ISABC school heads 

to use their schools in the study (Appendix A), and from the 21 that were approached, 14 agreed 

to participate. Email addresses of department heads were then collected from websites or school 

publications and emails were sent that included an invitation to participate (Appendix B) and a 

letter of consent (Appendix C). 

Participants were provided with a link to the online survey (Appendix D) that had three 

main foci. The initial section collected demographic information about them as a professional, 

their department and their school. They were then taken through a list of 45 department head 

responsibilities which they ranked on a Likert-type scale for their perceived participation in and 

importance of the various roles within their school. The final component asked them to rate their 

relationships, job satisfaction and perceived efficacy in the role and provided an opportunity to 

expand on any of their responses. Fifty-one of the 97 individuals who were emailed visited the 

survey website, and 44 completed the survey. 

A final component of the original research design was to have been follow-up interviews 

with participants with questions that were informed from the surveys to gain further insight into 

the trends that were found (Brown et al., 2000b; Mercer & Ri, 2006). Due to the lack of response 

to this request and the quantity of usable data that this survey provided, this step of the research 

was not completed but would be a recommendation for future research. 



 

 

 

 

   

9 ROLES AND RESPONSIBILITIES OF DEPARTMENT HEADS IN INDEPENDENT SCHOOLS 

Chapter Two: Review of Literature 

School Leadership 

Strong teaching is paramount when orchestrating the best learning environment for 

students, as “ no other measured aspect of schools is nearly as important in determining student 

achievement” (Hanushek, 2011, p. 43). However, educational research has expanded its lens to 

not only analyze the impact of the teacher, but also to the environment within which they work 

and the leadership structures that most greatly support effective teaching (Cotton, 2003; Seashore 

Lewis, Leithwood, Wahlstom & Anderson, 2010; Waters, Marzano & McNulty, 2004). With 

Robinson, Hohepa and Lloyd (2009) identifying a 0.84 effect size when school leadership 

promotes and participates in teacher development and learning, setting up a strong leadership 

structure that addresses the need for this aspect of the role is very important.  

The role of the principal as the formal leader with the responsibility of setting direction, 

role modeling for faculty and setting the academic tone of a school has been found to be one of 

the key factors of student success (Leithwood et al., 2004). The Wallace Foundation, by 

analyzing over 70 research studies across the United States have found a significant impact by 

principals on student achievement through their practice in the five key areas of “[s]haping a 

vision of academic success for all students . . . [c]reating a climate of hospitable to education . . . 

[c]ultivating leadership in others . . . [i]mproving instruction . . . [and m]anaging people, data and 

processes to foster school improvement” (Wallace Foundation, 2013, p. 6). 

In a meta-analysis of studies into classroom, school and principal leadership Waters et al. 

(2004) looked at the findings of 70 studies to determine whether leadership had an impact on 

student achievement, and if so, which specific leadership responsibilities more significantly 

demonstrated a correlation. They not only identified a strong correlation between principals and 
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achievement, but identified 21 distinct responsibilities that effective principals possess, and 

noted that these effective leaders understand how to tailor their leadership practice to meet the 

needs of a specific school. These specific responsibilities are developing school culture, 

maintaining order, monitoring discipline, allocating resources, design and implementation of 

curriculum instruction and assessment, knowledge of curriculum instruction and assessment, 

focusing goals, remaining visible, rewarding individual accomplishments, communicating 

effectively, advocating for the school, welcoming input, celebrating school accomplishments 

while recognizing failures, developing strong relationships, being effective agents of change, 

inspiring innovation, communicating strong beliefs, monitoring and evaluating good practice, 

flexibility, school awareness, and maintaining intellectual stimulation for the staff (Waters et al., 

2004, p. 49-50). 

Cotton’s (2003) study also analyzed the key features of strong principal leadership and had 

similar findings to Waters et al. (2004), but stressed that instructional leadership is a key part of 

strong administrative leadership as it was linked to student results (Cotton, 2003). She also broke 

down the traits of effective principals into 26 behaviours, including shared leadership and 

empowerment of staff, a culture of continuous improvement, and classroom observation and 

feedback to teachers. 

Transformational leadership was also recognized as more effective than transactional, a 

finding supported by Valentine and Prater (2011) who identified a high impact on student 

achievement from the factors of “providing a model,” “identifying a vision”, and “fostering 

group goals” (p. 23). The transformational leader makes collaborative decisions that fit with the 

school’s vision and builds capacity across all school constituencies. Valentine and Prater (2011) 

define instructional leadership as the collaborative work between principals and teachers to 
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analyze learning, examine engagement and develop strategies for effective instruction. The 

coordination of curriculum within and between departments and across grades should be linked 

to the monitoring of student results. In their study of which principal leadership behaviours most 

impact teacher efficacy, Walker and Slear (2011) found that, “modeling instructional 

expectations . . . [and] be[ing] both able and willing to lead teachers in the implementation of 

instructional initiatives” (p. 57) was one of eleven characteristics of strong principals. They also 

identified that years of teaching had an impact on which leadership behaviours influenced self-

efficacy. 

While the role of the principal is identified as a key factor in school success, this position 

has been changing over time, impacting how in-depth a principal can embody the behaviours and 

responsibilities listed. This change varies from school to school, but at the secondary level the 

complexity of curricular content is an impetus for delegation (Heck, 1992; Portin, Schneider, 

DeArmond, Gundlach, & Washington Univ., 2003; Teddlie & Reynolds, 2000; Valentine & 

Prater, 2011; Wallace Foundation, 2013) while in other schools the growing size or complexity 

of a school’s program necessitates a shift to share their workload with others (Adey, 2000; 

Glover, Gleeson, Gough & Johnson, 1998; Kinsella, 2011; Klar, 2012; Morris & Dennison, 

1982; Portin et al., 2003). 

Is it reasonable to expect principals to know more about instruction than teachers who have 

done it longer (and who might have passed up opportunities to become principals because 

of their dedication to the classroom)? Does it make sense to expect high school principals 

to lead disciplinary instruction in mathematics, history, English, physics, or biology? . . . . 

Pushing past a single-minded focus on ‘instructional leadership,’ [we have] come to 
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understand as folly the expectation that a single individual can master all the skills that go 

into running a school (Portin et al., 2003, p.7-8). 

The Independent Context 

In their studies of independent schools, Portin et al. (2003) and Kinsella (2011) identify a 

number of different aspects of this type of school that further increase the role of the principal, 

facilitating the need to transfer some leadership responsibilities to others in middle management 

roles. These include enrollment, marketing, managing parents, budgeting and salaries, 

recruitment of students and effective teachers, expanding programs to be distinctive, improving 

facilities, capital campaigns, leadership succession, community relationships, managing a board, 

endowment, accreditation, defining curriculum, funding professional development, and 

governance. 

Portin et al. (2003) define the seven critical leadership functions of schools as being 

instructional, cultural, managerial, human resources, strategic, external development and micro 

political. A key finding of their research comparing different types of schools was that while 

principals need to ensure that each of these happen, “they don’t have to provide it on their own” 

(p. 25) and they often delegate many to others within the school. They identified that within 

independent schools a broad distribution of the seven areas to various individuals occurs as, “the 

principal serves in a ‘superintendent-like’ role, focusing on strategic leadership and external 

development and politics, leaving the ‘principal’ responsibilities to department chairs and heads 

of school sub-units” (p. 26). 

Subject Leadership

 As the leadership of a school, especially in the area of instructional leadership due to 

subject specialization, shifts down from the principal to others, the department heads take on a 
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greater and more complex role (Adey, 2000; Brown, Boyle & Boyle, 2000a; Cotton, 2003; Klar, 

2012; Mercer & Ri, 2006; Poultney, 2007). Glover et al. (1998) have categorized these changes 

into the four areas of, “the change from administration to leadership and management, the 

downward delegation of aspects of whole school organization, the increasing responsibility for 

the monitoring and evaluation of their subject areas, and the interpretation of change initiated by 

senior management to classroom teachers” (p. 290). These researchers were concerned that an 

adequate level of appropriate training to allow for effective and efficient leadership did not 

support this downward delegation. Through interviews with administration and surveys with 

department heads, the researchers found that lack of clarity in the role existed both for 

department heads in the same school and compared to their senior administration. Concerns exist 

over time taken away from teaching, increased bureaucracy, shifts in accountability and 

monitoring, appropriate recognition, and a lack of training in effective leadership skills 

appropriate for the shift in the role. 

Coleman (2011) notes that the idea of a principal as, “a single, dominant . . . leader, who 

operates in a command and control fashion is seen to have been replaced by approaches that 

nurture the ability of others to lead” (p. 306). He makes a case for a more distributed form of 

leadership having a positive impact on student performance. “The move towards increased 

collaborative working represents the single most significant change for schools in the 21st 

century” (Coleman, 2011, p. 310). 

The concept of department heads has evolved over time out of necessity with increased 

school size, more complex staff structures and changing educational demands (Morris & 

Dennison, 1982). While it was once a position taken on by the most senior teacher in a subject 



 

 

 

 

 

ROLES AND RESPONSIBILITIES OF DEPARTMENT HEADS IN INDEPENDENT SCHOOLS 14
 

area, the expansion of the role has led to questions about the individuals who take on these 

positions, the qualities they possess and the support they receive in this role. 

When Adey (2000) studied the changing role of leadership at the department level, he 

found that a shift had occurred within the mindset of these leaders. They were beginning to take 

ownership over the quality of teaching and learning in their department by acknowledging the 

need for faculty supervision and support that included dealing with any problems that arose. As 

well, while they were recognizing the importance of planning departmental visions that aligned 

with full school priorities, they did not see this work as being part of collaborating towards a 

whole-school vision.   

[T]here can be little doubt that the range of decisions, involving the deployment of 

subordinate staff, teaching methods, curricular issues and the use of departmental 

resources, that are required of a head of department ensures that the comprehension and, 

more important, the implementation of this role has profound implications for the 

effectiveness of the school (Morris & Dennison, 1982, p. 37). 

Ghramrawi’s (2010) study of this role in Lebanese schools found that success came to 

those who set a common purpose for their team of teachers, while generating excitement for the 

job, all of which was built up from a trusting and respectful relationship. 

Morris and Dennison (1982) acknowledge the four distinct roles that department heads 

undertake as being a professional role as a teacher in the classroom, an organizational role as the 

organizer and manager of a department in a leadership capacity, a corporate role as a facilitator 

of policy at the department and school level, and a personal role as they develop their career and 

establish relationships with colleagues, families and the community. 
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A study by Brown et al. (2000b) set out to analyze the role of department heads in the UK 

system at a time when emphasis was being placed on changing education standards and policies 

but no national standards existed for these leaders despite research findings that indicated the 

importance of this role. By focusing on the role taken by department heads in a small subset of 

schools in Birmingham and Manchester, and how their responsibilities and role were interpreted 

at different levels within the school, the researchers hoped to find trends that could then be 

examined on a larger scale. 

While the specific questions that were used in this multi-facetted phenomenological study 

were not specifically stated, three-stages were clearly articulated and supported as a research 

approach by previous studies. After an initial examination of document evidence within the 

schools, eight department heads were shadowed for up to a day during which the researchers 

discussed their role with them to formulate case studies. From these the researchers developed 

structured interviews and reflected on practice with these eight department heads with a specific 

focus on time allocation, leadership style, sense of empowerment, and initiatives and obstacles 

they faced when improving the teaching, learning and achievement in a department. 

In an attempt to look for links between how the role was perceived by heads of department 

and senior leadership, four deputy heads were then interviewed using similar questions. The 

findings were then analyzed and presented back to a focus group of a further 24 department 

heads to elicit responses concerning the issues and changing role of department heads. 

In the Brown et al. (2000b) study the interview findings and analysis were very clear and 

included examples of the anecdotal responses collected and the five trends that emerged from the 

three levels of research included the issues of time, curriculum stability, professional 

development, lack of vision and lack of communication. More analysis of the linkages between 
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responses within a school would have added to the research goal of how the role is interpreted by 

different constituencies. However, the researcher’s use of the focus group as a method of 

auditing their findings is seen as a strength of their methodology. This procedure of using 

multiple steps in the research to validate and link findings was initially proposed for the current 

research study, however a lack of volunteers for follow-up interviews forced this step to be a 

recommendation for future analysis. 

In the context of research in this area the Brown et al. (2000b) paper is one of many at the 

time in the UK that looked at leadership within schools. They see department heads as being in a 

key position to provide support to teachers as they take on the responsibility of enhancing 

“teaching, learning and achievement in classrooms” (p. 239), and that this work has a direct 

impact on student achievement. They found that heads of department were being asked to take 

on additional responsibilities within their role, but that the corresponding authority or time to 

fulfill these was not in place. Other aspects of the position that had an impact on their efficacy 

included curriculum stability, access to and content of professional development, involvement in 

visioning and communication inadequacies. 

The Brown et al. (2000b) research helped inform the methodology, survey instrument and 

possible findings of my research, as it pointed to the importance of using multiple steps to 

validate results, identified areas of the department head role that are being undertaken, and 

highlighted inadequacies that exist in the support for those in the position. 

When analyzing the training that department heads received in their role, Kinsella (2011) 

found that in the area of leadership, professional development was lacking and not specific 

enough. As well, appropriate compensation and leadership training correlated strongly (80%) to 

job satisfaction. Turner (2000) states that if department heads are to be effective in their ever-
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increasing roles both in complexity and accountability, then a greater emphasis needs to be put 

on appropriate training.  

As schools move into 21st century education and the role of the teacher is shifting from that 

of the prime source of knowledge (teacher centered) to a facilitator of learning (student centered) 

(Jaynes, 2014), the role of a department head will also shift. Jaynes see these leaders taking a 

bureaucratic management approach to a dynamic leadership model as well as being strategic 

partners in enrollment, recruitment, faculty sustainability and retention. Department heads will 

also have a clear impact on the capacity of individuals in the department through professional 

growth, coaching, evaluation and student centered dialogue. 

In Kinsella’s (2011) study of independent school department heads the role that these 

teacher leaders are taking within their schools demonstrated a shift away from simply 

organizational tasks to that of “mentoring, observing, and working with the teachers in their 

departments” (p. 109). However, in contrast to the work of Jaynes (2014), which is also in 

independent education, Kinsella had not found that developing strategic plans for their 

department and the school was part of the department head role. 

When looking at who takes on these roles, Gold (1998) identifies department heads as 

“curriculum leaders who are usually at the forefront of knowledge in the study, teaching, 

evaluation and planning for learning about their particular subject area” (p. 2). She identifies the 

characteristics of seniority, energy, subject proficiency, interpersonal skills, teaching skills, a 

vision for the subject, a commitment to expanding student learning in their discipline, 

organizational or systems thinking, an ability to implement change and an understanding of 

school politics as being reasons why certain individuals take on or are given this position. She 
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identifies the role as a pivotal one, where people and knowledge-based capacities are a 

prerequisite. 

In Hammond’s (2000) analysis of effective secondary school department heads tensions 

that exist in the role became evident. Respondents struggled with their place as teacher versus 

subject leader, the balance between urgent short term tasks and long term planning, the 

contrasting demands of maintaining practice and developing new initiatives, the place of 

departmental goals in school-wide visioning, and whether they were observing colleagues in a 

supportive or monitoring role. Hammond (2000) identified that department heads have a positive 

influence in the classroom environment when they 

ease the tensions that arise . . .; generate opportunities for good classroom practice to be 

identified in classroom observation, shared in department meetings and recorded in 

schemes of work; appreciate the current capacity of their department for change and 

development and adopt a suitable management style; develop a trust and respect from 

colleagues (p. 4, emphasis in original). 

Klar’s (2012) research into a more distributed structure of leadership that includes the 

development of department head capacity found that with the appropriate support, training, and 

opportunities to practice true leadership, contributions could be made by this level of leader to 

the development of department and school initiatives. 

Department Head Roles and Responsibilities 

When looking at the job of the department head and breaking out the discrete roles, 

different lists of tasks emerge depending on the context of the research. Adey (2000) identified 

35 department head roles under the five headings of monitoring, evaluating and improving; 
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people and relationships; teaching, learning and curriculum; accountability; and managing 

resources. 

Mercer and Ri (2006) looked at the role of Heads of Department (HoD) in the Chinese 

school system from the perspective of the teacher, department head and head teacher. Informed 

by research into school reform in China and Adey’s (2000) research into department head roles 

in Western countries, the study attempted to interpret whether the roles taken by this level of 

school leadership was viewed and experienced in a similar manner by all constituents within the 

school and as compared to Western schools. Their questions, “(1) How do teachers perceive the 

role of HoD in Chinese secondary schools? (2) How do HoDs perceive their own role in Chinese 

secondary schools? (3) How do head teachers perceive the role of HoD in Chinese secondary 

schools?” were asked in stages (p.109). Teacher responses and Adey’s (2000) research informed 

the creation of a Likert-style questionnaire concerning 25 key aspects of the department head 

role where department heads were asked to rate their current participation in the 25 areas and 

what they perceived their participation should be. The researchers then analyzed the gap between 

mean responses, and the five areas with the greatest gap were identified as forward planning, 

resource planning, staff development, quality control of teaching and communication between 

department heads. School heads were then asked to comment on the research findings to 

determine the validity of the results. 

The conclusions reached by Mercer and Ri (2006) that greater responsibility needs to be 

given to department heads appear valid as desired participation in a role outranked existing 

participation in all areas. Having each stage inform and buttress the next was a strength of the 

research and necessary to keep the Western context from having an influence on the researcher’s 

analysis of Chinese schools. Reviewing Mercer and Ri’s research helped to inform the purpose, 
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procedure and proposed methodology of this study. The need for greater responsibility to be 

given to these leaders was contradictory to my experience, pointing to the need for more research 

in this area. The use of a survey that measured both actual and desired participation in a role led 

me to use both prominence and importance as measures for each responsibility. And finally, I 

saw merit in the sequential nature of their study with the beliefs of different constituencies 

informing questions asked in subsequent steps, but the time and scope of the current study did 

not allow for the replication of this methodology. 

Ghamrawi’s (2010) research into subject leadership in Lebanese schools distilled 15 

common aspects of the role, many of which are “tasks that are traditionally attributed to senior 

leaders” (p. 309). In Kinsella’s (2011) analysis of independent schools in a northeastern state, he 

distilled the list to the 10 areas of mentoring, observing, goal setting, evaluating, developing 

curriculum, managing budgets, highlighting curriculum trends, encouraging professional 

development, school wide strategic planning and coordinating technology. 

In Brown et al.’s (2000a) research into the management role of department heads at the 

secondary level in the UK, they focused on 10 general categories of department leadership and 

found that the approach that different leaders took to each one of these roles varied greatly 

depending on the style of management in the school. Of the three types of schools that emerged, 

the most effective was one where communication and collaboration were promoted; where 

problem-solving capacities were facilitated by drawing on the knowledge, talents and experience 

of others; and where management was based on “common values, common understanding and 

common priorities” (p. 46). 

When analyzing the level of decision-making that was taking place at the department head 

role, Davies (1983) focused on eight areas, asking participants to rank their perceived and 



  

 

ROLES AND RESPONSIBILITIES OF DEPARTMENT HEADS IN INDEPENDENT SCHOOLS 21
 

desired involvement in each task. The results indicated that in all eight areas of school wide 

resource allocation, use of school funds, departmental staffing, use of community funds, 

equipment ordering, school wide curriculum design, departmental curriculum design and staff 

assignment, their desired involvement was greater than their perceived involvement. The largest 

variance was in school wide resource allocation, while the least was in equipment ordering, 

which had the highest mean score in both categories. These findings to push for more department 

head involvement in decisions focused on the importance of communication, the power of the 

collective experience, and the motivational impact that would occur if greater involvement 

existed (Davies, 1983; Hulpia et al., 2011; Khasawneh, 2011). 

The variation in the research indicates that there are no standards for what roles are 

considered “tradition” for the head of department, as each school, district, and region sets 

different responsibilities and expectations for this position that fit differently into different 

leadership structures. However, as numerous studies identify the importance of leadership in 

student success, identifying where department heads fit within the many leadership roles that are 

undertaken in a school is necessary before measures can put in place to support their work with 

principals, teachers, and students. It is the goal of this research to fill this void both in the 

definition of the role overall and within the independent context by identifying what is being 

done and where increased support is needed. 

The studies reviewed in this chapter helped guide the purpose, methodology, 

instrumentation and analysis of the current study. The breadth of research into school leadership 

and the importance of the role of the principal and subsequently the department head helped to 

justify further research in this area. While the ultimate methodology did not use multiple levels 

of research with different constituencies to allow one level to inform the next for increased 
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validity (Brown et al., 2000b; Mercer & Ri, 2006), I hope to take this study back to ISABC to get 

feedback on the findings. In designing the survey instrument (Appendix D), the use of 

demographic data (Kinsella, 2011; Valentine & Prater, 2011), the list of roles and responsibilities 

(Adey, 2000; Brown et al., 2000b; Clarke, 2009; Ghamrawi, 2010; Harris, 1995; Kinsella, 2011; 

Koh, Gurr, Drysdale & Ang, 2011; Leithwood et al., 2004; Mercer & Ri, 2006; Valentine & 

Prater, 2001), and questions that led to data collection in the important areas of relationships, job 

satisfaction and efficacy (Brown et al. 2000b; Khasawneh, 2011; Klar, 2012; Turner, 2000) was 

informed by the studies reviewed. I developed the data analysis procedures with help from 

faculty advisors as well as being informed by reviewed literature (Davies, 1983; Mercer & Ri, 

2006; Morris & Dennison, 1982; Portin et al. 2003). 
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Chapter Three: Procedures and Methods 

Research Design 

The purpose of this mixed methods study was to look at the roles and responsibilities of 

department heads in independent secondary schools in British Columbia through the collection 

of quantitative and qualitative data. Working from the premise that a strong leadership model 

will support teachers in their teaching and ultimately students in their learning, the role that 

department heads take in school leadership was of interest to me. The unique leadership 

structures that exist in independent schools and how these may have led to different roles for 

department heads as compared to the literature were examined. 

After approval was obtained from school heads (principals) (Appendix A) to do research 

within their schools, department heads were then invited (Appendices B & C) to complete a 

survey (Appendix D) that allowed for the collection of demographic information about 

themselves, their department and their school before rating their involvement in various 

department head responsibilities, their relationships with leadership, their level of job satisfaction 

and their perceived efficacy in their role. The instrument was designed from an investigation of 

literature and my experience. All of the respondents were invited to participate in semi-structured 

interviews about their role, but with only one volunteer and the quantity of survey generated data 

this step of the research was not undertaken. 

Sample 

This study drew from 26 independent schools in British Columbia (BC) that are members 

of the Independent School Association of British Columbia (ISABC). ISABC is an association 

that supports the operations of independent schools in BC, providing opportunities for 

collaboration amongst the schools, heads, administrators, teachers and students. ISABC is one of 
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the member associations in the Federation of Independent Schools Associations (FISA) in British 

Columbia, which states that during the 2012-2013 school year, there were 367 independent 

schools in BC, representing 12% of the BC student population (FISA, 2014). Twenty-one 

ISABC schools with a secondary component were chosen for their commonalties in size, 

structure and functionality, and based on my experience within this branch of the independent 

system. 

From these schools, 14 (67%) of the school heads agreed to participate in the research. I 

then approached department heads of these schools via email with a link to the online survey, 

allowing for anonymous completion of the instrument. In total, 44 respondents (45%) of 97 who 

were contacted completed the survey, 23 of which were female and 21 were male. From these 

participants, only one agreed to participate in follow-up interviews, resulting in the re-evaluation 

of this step of the research as an appropriate step to validate the findings as Mercer and Ri (2006) 

and Brown et al. (2000b) did with their research. 

Instrumentation 

The current study examined the question: How do independent high school academic 

department heads experience the leadership roles that they undertake within the academic 

leadership structure of their school? To do this a mixed methods study was conducted within 

ISABC schools after consent to contact their members was granted by the respective heads of 

school. 

The main instrument of the study was an online survey (Appendix D) facilitated by Fluid 

Surveys, a Canadian based online survey company, to be completed by department heads. Due to 

the geographic location of the schools being studied and the number of responses sought, an 

online survey was seen as the most effective tool to reach potential respondents. The pages of the 
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instrument were grouped to first obtain demographic information about the respondent, their 

department and their school, an approach taken by Valentine and Prater (2011) and Kinsella 

(2011) who used demographic data to inform their studies and data analysis. Next, possible 

department head roles were listed, allowing respondents to rank them based on perceived 

importance and proportion of their role. This approach of gathering rankings of time in the role 

and the respondent’s perception of whether it should be their role follows the work of Mercer 

and Ri (2006) in their analysis of Chinese department leaders and Davies (1983) analysis of 

department head involvement in decisions in the UK. The specific questions of the instrument 

were developed from a number of studies that identified departmental and principal roles and 

measured demographic information for analysis purposes (Adey, 2000; Brown et al., 2000b; 

Clarke, 2009; Ghamrawi, 2010; Harris, 1995; Kinsella, 2011; Klar, 2012; Koh et al., 2011; 

Leithwood et al., 2004; Mercer & Ri, 2006; Valentine & Prater, 2011). 

Following the methodology of Kinsella (2011), the demographic information of the 

individuals was collected to determine the profile of department heads in the study. Their 

education, years of experience, subject specialization, method of appointment, gender and years 

in the role were collected to allow for an analysis of what type of individuals were in the role, 

how they arrived at their position, and how long they have been in the role. Subject 

specialization was collected to look for common trends in the roles taken based on responses. 

The demographic information of the school was collected to determine the organizational 

structure of the school. While member schools in ISABC have many commonalities, they often 

vary in their configuration, vision and mission. To look for connections between departmental 

roles and school demographics, questions concerning academic leadership structures, student 
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gender balance, grades, size and classification as a boarding school versus day school were 

collected. 

Information about the departmental structure and the corresponding types of remuneration 

(e.g., stipend, release time) allocated to the department head role were collected to provide 

comparisons between the individual schools and the roles taken on by their department heads. 

The majority of the survey consisted of 45 questions concerning various roles and 

responsibilities of department heads that was informed by my experience and reviewed literature 

(Adey, 2000; Brown et al., 2000b; Clarke, 2009; Ghamrawi, 2010; Harris, 1995; Kinsella, 2011; 

Klar, 2012; Koh et al., 2011; Leithwood et al., 2004; Mercer & Ri, 2006; Valentine & Prater, 

2011). Questions were grouped thematically, and a four-point Likert-type scale (4 = major role 

to 1 = not a role) was used to rate department head professional involvement in various roles. 

Expanding upon the approach of Mercer and Ri (2006) and Davies (1983) who gathered both 

level and desired level of participation in specific roles, respondents were also asked to 

categorize the importance of the role (most important to least important) within the work they 

complete. 

A final section of the survey used a five-point Likert-type scale (5 = strongly agree to 1 = 

strongly disagree) to gauge respondent impressions of their relationship with school 

administration, their job satisfaction and their efficacy in the role. Respondents who wished to 

elaborate on these responses were provided with space to do so. Rubin and Rubin (2005) and 

Charmaz (2006) point to the importance of qualitative responses to understand individual 

experiences and impressions as they allow for rich descriptions and can shed light on any trends 

that emerge in the quantitative stage of the study. 
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The initial proposal of using a framework of follow-up interviews to validate the survey 

findings was based on Clarke’s (2009) research into the role of secondary school department 

heads in Ontario where she used three main questions to guide the semi-structured interviews, 

and Brown et al.’s (2000b) study in the UK, where they used a multi-step study with interviews 

to audit their findings. While this step of the research was omitted from this study, it could be 

part of a follow-up study based upon this research.  

Procedures Followed 

Upon final acceptance of this study from the Vancouver Island University Research Ethics 

Board, recruitment letters were given to ISABC school heads at their September 2013 meeting 

(Appendix A). Those heads not in attendance were mailed their letter. Based on the structure of 

independent schools where the head is in a position to make decisions on behalf of the School 

and any research conducted with their students or staff, Heads who agreed to allow their schools 

to participate were asked to return the letter of consent via mail or email. 

Department head email addresses were collected from school web pages or publications of 

schools that had approved participation in this study. An invitation to participate with a letter of 

consent and a link to the online survey was emailed to the participants (Appendices B & C). The 

data was collected and analyzed using Fluid Surveys, a Canadian based online survey company. 

A 45-day time period was allocated for this process to allow for sufficient response time and to 

minimize the impact on the response rate due to holidays or school commitments. It was 

anticipated that the survey would take 15 to 20 minutes to complete. Due to the anonymity of the 

survey, a follow-up email was sent to all department heads one week prior to the close of the link 

to thank them for their participation, and to remind those that still wished to contribute about the 

goals of the research and how to participate. Those who completed the survey and wished to 
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participate further in the research were asked to provide their email address to allow for the 

scheduling of interviews. 

A descriptive analysis of the department head roles questions determined frequency, mean, 

percentage and standard deviation for each role, which were then ranked in descending order of 

involvement. The roles and responsibility section was then analyzed based on the demographic 

data of subject specialization and school size, where the top and bottom roles, based on mean 

score of role and percentage of importance, were reported. The 10 Likert-type questions were 

ranked based on mean, compared across different demographic data and compared against each 

other to look for correlation. Open-ended responses were coded and analyzed for any trends in 

responses that could inform the research. 

Validity 

The survey instrument was designed in a manner that collected a large amount of 

demographic data in order to look for influences on the head of department role which could be 

related to factors other than the nature of the role. School, department and respondent 

demographics allowed for comparisons between like groups and led to an analysis of the data 

based on subject specialization, school size and years in the role. Interviews would have 

broadened my understanding of the department head role, including why and how different 

individuals experience the responsibilities. To validate the survey before it was administered, it 

was reviewed and modified based on feedback from teachers and administrators in an ISABC 

school that was not part of this research study. 

This study was designed in a manner such that it could be repeated in other independent 

schools both in British Columbia and other jurisdictions. While some of the school demographic 
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questions would not be relevant in the public school context, the procedure and instrument could 

be slightly modified for use in the public system. 

Due to the time constraints associated with the Master’s thesis and the Research Ethics 

Board requirements, an initial intention of developing the departmental roles list after 

consultation with school heads was not possible. This process of building each level of research 

into the next was done by Mercer and Ri (2006) in their study of Chinese schools to ensure that 

the context of the research and not simply literature and preconceived ideas informed the 

questions asked of department heads. For this study, department head roles identified in various 

studies were used to build a robust list of possible roles, and an open ended portion of the survey 

allowed respondents to add any roles or elaborate on responses. Follow-up interviews would 

have provided me with even greater context and a further list of roles that had not been 

anticipated. 

Analysis Techniques 

In the analysis phase of this research the survey (Appendix D) results were first analyzed 

based on demographics, identifying who takes on the department head role, what types of 

schools they work in, and how their departments and school leadership are structured. The 

responses to the roles and responsibility section were then analyzed based on mean response, 

standard deviation, and percentage of respondents that rated it as important or not important. 

The mean responses for roles and responsibilities were then analyzed across the demographic 

indicators of subject specialization and school size, focusing specifically on the top and bottom 

five mean roles in each category looking for trends and outliers when comparing these 

categories. The open-ended responses on school structure were reviewed and trends identified in 

the qualitative descriptions informed my understanding of the hierarchical nature of each school. 
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The next phase of analysis looked at the relationships, job satisfaction and efficacy 

questions. The mean of all responses were compared before breaking the data down based on 

various demographic indicators. The mean responses and correlation based on years teaching and 

school size were then reported based on the themes found in these results. The final component 

of the analysis compared each of the relationship, job satisfaction and efficacy questions to look 

for correlation. A final open-ended response was reviewed for any statements that would inform 

my understanding of how these leaders felt in the roles that they undertook. 
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Chapter Four: Results 

Findings 

The findings of this action research study answered the question: How do independent high 

school academic department heads experience the leadership roles that they undertake within the 

academic leadership structure of their school? Data was generated from an online survey that 

was distributed to academic department heads from member schools of ISABC, some of which 

are situated on Vancouver Island, while others are in the Lower Mainland of British Columbia. 

The data was collected and analyzed using Fluid Surveys, a Canadian based online survey 

company. Of the 21 schools approached to participate in the research, 14 (67%) consented to be 

involved in this study. A total of 44 surveys were completed from 97 emails that were sent, 

indicating a 45% response rate. 

The data reflects responses to questions grouped into three main sections (Appendix D). 

The first section collected demographic data on the individual respondent, the department and 

the school, and also provided an opportunity to describe the leadership structure of the school. 

The second section presented a list of 45 possible roles and responsibilities of department heads 

grouped into the five themes of faculty development (11 roles), department development (9 

roles), curriculum development, management and instruction (8 roles), department management 

(10 roles) and broader initiatives (7 roles). Respondents rated each role on a quantitative four-

point Likert-type scale from major role (4) to not a role (1). The option to rank the roles as most 

important or not important was also part of each question, and following the listed roles 

respondents could elaborate on their answers in an open-ended response. The final section of ten 

questions gave respondents the opportunity to rate their relationship with administration, their 

job satisfaction and their efficacy in the role on a quantitative five-point Likert-type scale from 
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strongly agree (5) to strongly disagree (1). A final open-ended response allowed for any further 

information that the respondent wanted to provide. 

Demographic Data: Individual, Department, School 

Of the 44 respondents, 23 were female and 21 were male. There were 14 types of subject 

specialization (Table 1), with 23% of respondents being involved with more than one 

department. 

Table 1 Subject Specialization as a percent of respondents (n=44) 

Response Percentage* 

Math 20% 

English 18% 

Social Studies 18% 

Science 16% 

Languages 11% 

Technology 11% 

Art 7% 

Music 5% 

English Language Learning 5% 

International Baccalaureate roles 5% 

Athletics 2% 

Drama 2% 

Student Services 2% 

Outdoors 2% 

*23% of respondents were the head of multiple departments 
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Respondents were asked to describe their level of education in terms of highest degree 

earned (Table 2), with 64% being at the Masters level. Their years of teaching and years as 

department head ranged greatly (Table 3), and the type of compensation associated with the role 

(Table 4) was found to include a stipend and or release time for 90% of respondents. When asked 

about how they came to the role, 76% of respondents (n=42) were internally promoted to the 

department head position. 

Table 2 Highest degree earned as a percent of respondents (n=44) 

Response Percentage 

Bachelors 36% 

Masters 64% 

Doctorate 0% 

Table 3 Years of teaching and years as department head as a percent of respondents 

Response Teaching (n=44) Department Head (n=37) 

First year 0% 14% 

2 – 5 years 5% 38% 

6 – 10 years 18% 32% 

11 – 15 years 18% 3% 

16 – 20 years 27% 8% 

21 – 25 years 9% 5% 

More than 25 years 23% 0% 
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Table 4 Compensation received for the role as a percent of respondents (n=42) 

Response Percentage 

None 10%
 

In the form of a stipend 45%
 

In the form of release time 7%
 

In the form of a stipend and release time 36%
 

In the form of a stipend or release time 2%
 

Department demographic questions gathered information on the number of departments in 

the school (Table 5) and the number of teachers in the respondent’s department (Table 6).  

Table 5 Number of academic departments in the school as a percent of respondents (n=42) 

Response Percentage 

0 – 5 departments 32% 

6 – 10 departments 43% 

more than 10 departments 24% 

Table 6 Number of teachers in respondent’s department as a percent of respondents (n=42) 

Response Percentage 

2 to 4 teachers 24% 

5 to 7 teachers 40% 

8 to 10 teachers 12% 

11 to 13 teachers 7% 

13 to 15 teachers 14% 

16 or more teachers 2% 
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School demographic questions gathered information on grade range (Table 7), type 

(boarding vs day and gender) (Table 8), and student population as a measure of school size 

(Table 9) indicating that the respondents came from a diverse group of schools. 

Table 7 Grade range of participant schools as a percentage of respondents (n=44) 

Lowest Grade Highest Grade 

Early Childhood 18% 

Junior Kindergarten 36% 

Kindergarten 23% 

1 9% 

6 2% 

8 7% 

9 5% 2% 

12 84% 

International Baccalaureate 14% 

Table 8 School type as a percentage of respondents (n=42) 

Response Percentage 

Only Boarding Students 0%
 

Only Day Students 81%
 

Mix of Boarding and Day Students 19%
 

Both Genders 79%
 

Single Gender 21%
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Table 9 Student population at the secondary level as a percentage of respondents (n=42) 

Response Percentage of respondents 

Under 200 14% 

Between 200 and 300 29% 

Between 300 and 400 26% 

Between 400 and 500 12% 

More than 500 19% 

The final question of the demographic data section allowed respondents to describe the 

academic structure of their school. The qualitative data question was analyzed for common 

themes. Thirty-seven out of a possible 44 responded, indicating that 84% of participants 

completed the open-ended response. From these, one theme emerged from 31 (84%) of the 

responses indicating a hierarchical structure with one or more levels of leadership between the 

Department Head and the School Head. The remaining six responses did not describe the 

leadership structure of the school. 

Roles and Responsibility Data 

Tables 10 through 14 reflect a summary of the data received from the 45 Likert-type scale 

questions, from major role (4) to not a role (1), on the roles and responsibilities. The questions 

were organized into the five different categories of faculty development (11 roles), department 

development (9 roles), curriculum development, management and instruction (8 roles), 

department management (10 roles) and broader initiatives (7 roles). The overall mean scores and 

standard deviation for each question and the percentage of respondents who rate the 

responsibility as most important or not important are represented in each table. 
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Of all 45 roles, organizing regular department meetings (Table 13) has the greatest mean 

(µ=3.77), the smallest standard deviation (σ=0.48), and the greatest percent of respondents 

indicating its importance as a role (72%). The 10 roles and responsibilities with the highest 

means across all five categories were: organizing regular department meetings (Table 13, 

µ=3.77), setting department goals (Table 11, µ=3.67), managing department collaboration (Table 

11, µ=3.52), managing department budgets (Table 13, µ=3.50), communicating regular feedback 

to department members (Table 10, µ=3.44), fostering department collegiality (Table 11, µ=3.40), 

mentoring new department members (Table 10, µ=3.35), developing departmental assessment 

policies and practice (Table 11, µ=3.33), acting as a liaison between the administration and 

members of the department (Table 14, µ=3.31) and developing curriculum with department 

members (Table 12, µ=3.30). When comparing the importance of the 45 roles, 9 of the same 10 

were seen as most important, with encouraging involvement in professional development (Table 

10, 60%) being the tenth instead of acting as a liaison between the administration and members 

of the department (Table 14, 59%). 

The six roles and responsibilities with the five lowest mean scores across all five categories 

were: supervising teachers in lesson planning (Table 10, µ=1.65), timetabling (Table 13, 

µ=1.80), scheduling midterms and/or exams (Table 13, µ=1.87), evaluating department members 

(Table 10, µ=1.93), implementing changes to the academic schedule (Table 14, µ=1.95) and 

monitoring the course selection process (Table 13, µ=1.95). Supervising teachers in lesson 

planning was also ranked as the least important role across all categories (Table 10, 17% of 

respondents ranking it as most important and 44% as least important). 
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Table 10 Roles and Responsibilities (Faculty Development) 

Mean 	 Standard Most Least 
Deviation Important Important 

Communicating regular feedback to 3.44 0.87 61% 7% 
department members (n=41) 

Mentoring new department members 3.35 0.84 63% 0% 
(n=41) 

Goal setting with department members 3.26 0.95 57% 12% 
(n=42) 

Encouraging involvement in professional 3.05 0.90 60% 7% 
development (n=42) 

Assisting in hiring new department 2.96 0.95 52% 12% 
members (n=42) 

Helping department members to adapt to 2.93 0.85 45% 21% 
educational change (n=42) 

Encouraging teachers to vary delivery 2.83 0.93 52% 12% 
and assessment tools for all learners 
(n=42) 

Encouraging teachers to observe other 2.48 0.94 44% 22% 
colleagues in the classroom (n=41) 

Training teachers in teaching skills 2.36 1.12 31% 33% 
(n=42) 

Evaluating department members (n=41) 1.93 1.06 29% 34% 

Supervising teachers in lesson preparation 1.65 0.87 17% 44% 
(n=41) 
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Table 11 Roles and Responsibilities (Department Development) 

Setting departmental goals (n=42) 

Mean 

3.67 

Standard 
Deviation 
0.64 

Most 
Important 
67% 

Least 
Important 
2% 

Managing department collaboration 
(n=42) 

3.52 0.67 64% 5% 

Fostering department collegiality 
(n=42) 

3.40 0.91 57% 10% 

Developing departmental assessment 
policies and practice (n=42) 

3.33 0.87 57% 10% 

Taking action to address problems with 
department teaching practice (n=41) 

2.67 1.07 44% 20% 

Ensuring appropriate teacher-course 
assignments (n=40) 

2.63 1.13 38% 22% 

Managing conflict between department 
members (n=40) 

2.51 1.00 30% 30% 

Ensuring appropriate student-course 
assignments (n=40) 

2.37 1.16 32% 22% 

Monitoring student distribution across 
grades (n=38) 

2.00 1.19 24% 32% 
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Table 12 Roles and Responsibilities (Curriculum Development, Management and Instruction) 

Mean 	 Standard Most Least 
Deviation Important Important 

Developing curriculum with department 
members (n=39) 

3.30 0.69 64% 8% 

Identifying and implementing new trends 
or ideas in curriculum (n=39) 

3.28 0.83 59% 15% 

Coordinating course outlines (n=38) 3.00 1.03 42% 24% 

Monitoring the delivery of courses in 
adherence to Ministry IRPs (n=39) 

2.82 1.07 49% 15% 

Monitoring the calibration of assessment 
across the department (n=36) 

2.72 0.97 50% 14% 

Monitoring the evaluation of students 
(n=38) 

2.68 0.93 39% 29% 

Taking action to address problems with 
student progress (n=39) 

2.49 1.07 44% 26% 

Taking a role in academic honesty and 
discipline (n=39) 

2.23 1.05 31% 31% 
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Table 13 Roles and Responsibilities (Department Management) 

Mean	 Standard Most Least 
Deviation Important Important 

Organizing regular department meetings 3.77 0.48 72% 3% 
(n=39) 

Managing department budgets (n=39) 3.50 1.00 67% 8% 

Ordering department resources and 3.21 1.13 49% 26% 
textbooks (n=39) 

Organizing department exams (n=38) 2.55 1.31 34% 29% 

Coordinating the use of technology (n=37) 2.38 1.06 32% 30% 

Assigning courses to department members 2.25 1.15 37% 24% 
(n=38) 

Managing teaching spaces (n=38) 2.23 1.00 37% 32% 

Monitoring the course selection process 1.95 1.06 26% 39% 
(n=38) 

Scheduling midterms and/or exams 1.87 1.04 19% 38% 
(n=37) 

Timetabling (n=39) 1.80 1.04 28% 36% 
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Table 14 Roles and Responsibilities (Broader Initiatives) 

Mean	 Standard Most Least 
Deviation Important Important 

Acting as a liaison between the 3.31 0.80 59% 13% 
administration and department members 
(n=38) 

Communicating with other department 3.08 0.94 58% 18% 
heads at my school (n=38) 

Developing school assessment policies and 2.87 0.92 64% 5% 
practice (n=39) 

Participating in broader school visioning 2.79 0.90 61% 13% 
(n=39) 

Communicating with other department 2.58 0.96 46% 26% 
heads at other schools (n=39) 

Developing and refining proposed changes 2.26 0.88 41% 26% 
to the academic schedule (n=39) 

Implementing changes to the academic 1.95 0.87 31% 31% 
schedule (n=39) 

Other roles identified in the open-ended response section by individual respondents 

included supporting students with learning difficulties, participation in external evaluation teams, 

advocating for the sanctity of academic time, liaising with external organizations such as the 

College Board for Advanced Placement (AP) and International Baccalaureate (IB), organizing 

and analyzing external exam evaluations (AP, IB, contests, and BC Provincials), supervising 

department support staff, presentations at conferences, presentations to parents and encouraging 

teacher leadership. 
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Data Analysis of Demographics vs Roles 

Tables 15 and 16 represent different trends that were found in the data when using subject 

specialization. Only subjects with five or more respondents were analyzed, with the highlighted 

responses in Table 15 representing the top five mean scores by subject specialization, and Table 

16 representing the bottom five mean scores by subject specialization. While no role was in the 

top five of all departments, setting department goals and organizing regular department meetings 

were in the top five of all departments except technology. Only supervising teachers in lesson 

planning was in the bottom five of all departments analyzed. The entire set of data for roles 

based on subject specialization is in Appendix E. 

Table 15 Roles and Responsibilities as a mean of role prominence by Subject Specialization with 

top five mean scores per department highlighted. Sorted by question number 

English 
n=8 

Math 
n=9 

Science 
n=7 

Socials 
n=8 

Languages 
n=5 

Technology 
n=5 

Mentoring New Department 3.63 3.33 3.00 3.67 3.00 3.33 
Members 

Goal Setting with 3.38 3.11 2.50 3.71 3.00 3.80 
department Members 

Communicating regular 3.75 3.00 3.00 3.71 3.60 3.40 
feedback to department 
members 

Setting Department Goals 3.63 3.67 3.38 3.71 3.80 3.40 

Managing department 3.38 3.44 3.29 3.29 3.80 3.00 
collaboration 

Developing departmental 3.38 3.44 3.14 2.86 3.60 3.17 
assessment policies and 
practice 

Coordinating course outlines 2.50 3.50 2.43 3.14 3.00 3.40 
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Developing curriculum with 3.25 3.38 3.00 3.14 4.00 3.60 
department members 

Identifying and 3.13 3.25 3.00 3.71 4.00 3.60 
implementing new trends or 
ideas in curriculum 

Managing Department 3.38 3.63 3.57 3.57 3.50 3.20 
budgets 

Organizing regular 3.75 3.75 3.71 3.86 4.00 3.40 
department meetings 

Ordering department 3.13 3.75 3.57 3.29 3.75 3.40 
resources and textbooks 

Coordinating the use of 2.00 2.38 1.60 2.57 2.50 3.83 
technology 

Acting as a liaison between 3.00 3.50 3.00 3.43 2.50 3.67 
the administration and 
members of the department 

Communicating with other 3.15 2.88 2.71 3.86 3.25 3.80 
department heads at my 
school 

Table 16 Roles and Responsibilities as a mean of role prominence by Subject Specialization with 

bottom five mean scores per department highlighted. Sorted by question number 

English Math Science Socials Languages Technology 

n=8 n=9 n=7 n=8 n=5 n=5 

Assisting in hiring new 3.13 2.98 2.43 2.71 2.00 2.40 
department members 
Evaluating Department 1.63 1.67 1.71 1.86 2.00 2.00 
Members 
Supervising teachers in 1.50 1.11 1.43 2.14 1.50 2.00 
lesson planning 
Ensuring appropriate 2.00 2.56 1.57 2.67 1.67 2.80 
student-course assignments 
Monitoring student 2.00 1.88 1.00 2.14 2.17 2.00 
distribution across grades 
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Taking action to address 2.38 2.13 1.43 3.00 3.00 2.40 
problems with student 
progress 
Taking a role in academic 2.38 2.00 1.71 2.57 2.20 2.00 
honesty and discipline 
Managing teaching spaces 1.75 1.88 2.29 2.29 2.00 2.83 

Scheduling midterms and/or 2.13 2.00 1.29 2.29 2.80 1.50 
exams 

Monitoring the course 2.13 2.00 1.29 2.71 2.75 2.20 
selection process 

Timetabling 1.75 1.63 1.00 1.86 2.20 1.40 
Developing and refining 2.25 2.50 2.14 2.71 2.00 2.60 
proposed changes to the 
academic schedule 

Implementing changes to 1.63 2.13 1.57 2.43 1.75 2.40 
the academic Schedule 

Tables 17 through 19 represent different trends that were found in the data when using 

student population as a measure of school size. Table 17 lists the mean scores by school size 

across all 45 roles and responsibilities, with mean responses increasing in tandem with each 

school size category. The full set of school size data is available in Appendix F. 

Table 17 Mean responses across all 45 Roles and Responsibility questions by School Size 

School Size Mean of all responses n 
<200 2.48 6 
200-300 2.61 12 
300-400 2.73 11 
400-500 2.76 5 
>500 3.01 8 

The highlighted responses in Table 18 represent the top five mean scores in role 

prominence by school size, and Table 19 represents the bottom five mean scores in role 

prominence by school size. Only one role, organizing regular department meetings was in the top 
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five for schools of all size ranges. Only supervising teachers in lesson planning was in the 

bottom five for all schools. 

Table 18 Roles and Responsibilities as a mean of role prominence by School Size with top five 

mean scores per size range highlighted. Sorted by question number 

<200 200 to 300 300 to 400 400 to 500 >500 
n=6 n=12 n=11 n=5 n=8 

Mentoring new department members 3.20 3.36 3.40 3.40 3.20 

Communicating regular feedback to 3.50 3.36 3.10 3.60 3.75 
department members 

Setting department goals 3.00 3.73 3.90 3.60 3.88 

Managing department collaboration 3.17 3.45 3.60 3.20 3.88 

Fostering department collegiality 3.50 3.18 3.40 3.20 3.75 

Developing departmental assessment 2.67 3.45 3.50 3.00 3.44 
policies and practice 

Developing curriculum with department 2.50 3.56 3.50 3.00 3.38 
members 

Monitoring the evaluation of students 2.50 2.33 2.50 3.40 3.14 

Monitoring the calibration of 1.83 2.67 2.56 3.50 3.29 
assessment across the department 

Managing department budgets 3.00 3.56 3.70 3.20 4.00 

Organizing regular department meetings 3.67 3.89 3.70 3.60 3.86 

Ordering department resources and 2.83 4.00 3.10 3.00 3.14 
textbooks 

Acting as a liaison between the 3.17 3.33 3.00 3.40 3.63 
administration and members of the 
department 

Communicating with other department 3.50 2.89 3.11 3.00 3.00 
heads in my school 
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Table 19 Roles and Responsibilities as a mean of role prominence by School Size with bottom 

five mean scores per size range highlighted. Sorted by question number 

<200 200 to 300 300 to 400 400 to 500 >500 
n=6 n=12 n=11 n=5 n=8 

Training teachers in teaching skills 2.33 1.64 2.80 2.00 2.63 

Evaluating department members 1.33 1.20 2.00 2.40 3.00 

Supervising teachers in lesson 1.50 1.09 1.78 1.60 1.90 
preparation 

Ensuring student distribution across 1.80 2.55 2.20 2.00 3.00 
grades 

Monitoring student distribution across 1.67 2.00 1.50 2.00 2.78 
grades 

Managing teaching spaces 1.67 2.13 2.30 1.80 2.78 

Organizing department exams 2.67 2.78 2.50 3.00 2.14 

Scheduling midterms and/or exams 2.17 2.00 1.80 2.00 1.57 

Assigning courses to department 1.50 1.89 2.40 2.40 3.00 
members 

Monitoring the course selection 2.33 1.56 2.00 1.80 2.29 
process 

Timetabling 1.33 1.56 1.70 1.60 2.38 

Developing and refining proposed 2.50 2.11 2.30 2.20 2.29 
changes to the academic schedule 

Implementing changes to the academic 2.00 1.78 1.90 2.00 2.14 
schedule 

Relationship, Job Satisfaction and Efficacy Data 

The final section of the survey asked 10 Likert-type scale questions, where respondents 

looked at their relationships to school leadership, satisfaction in their role and efficacy in their 

position, ranking each from strongly agree (5) to strongly disagree (1). The mean scores and 

standard deviation for each question are represented in the Table 20, with “I have a good 

relationship with my administration” having both the highest mean (µ=4.8) and smallest standard 
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deviation (σ=0.3). Figure 1 represents the percent of respondents who chose specific rankings for 

each of the 10 questions displayed in the order asked. This visual representation of respondent 

answers led me to look more closely at those categories with the greatest standard deviation 

across different demographic categories that are represented in Figures 2 through 9. 

Table 20 Mean and standard deviation of Relationship, Job Satisfaction & Efficacy questions. 

Mean Standard 
Deviation 

I have a good relationship with my administration (n=38) 4.8 0.3 

My administrator(s) support(s) my work as department head (n=38) 4.7 0.5 

I have a good relationship with my School Head (n=35) 4.6 0.8 

My School Head supports my work as department Head (n=36) 4.4 0.9 

My work as a department head has given me job satisfaction (n=37) 4.4 0.9 

Overall, I am effective in my role as department head (n=38) 4.3 0.5 

I provide effective leadership throughout my department (n=37) 4.3 0.5 

I believe my role as department head is preparing me for other 3.8 1.0 
administrative roles (n=36) 

I am appropriately compensated for being a department head (n=38) 3.6 1.4 

I receive(d) sufficient training to fulfill my position as department head 3.3 1.7 
(n=38) 
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Data Analysis for Correlations between Relationships, Job Satisfaction and Efficacy 

Responses from each question of the relationship, job satisfaction and efficacy section of 

the survey were compared to produce a correlation coefficient (r). Table 21 represents 

comparisons that returned a moderate correlation (|r| > 0.5). Table 22 represents comparisons 

that returned the weakest correlation (– 0.1 < r < 0.1). The full set of correlation data is available 

in Appendix H. 

Table 21 Correlation (|r| > 0.5) between the Relationship, Job Satisfaction and Efficacy 

questions. 

Response r 

I have a good relationship p with my administrators vs 0.839 
My administrator(s) support(s) my work as department head. 

Overall, I am effective in my role as department head vs 0.825 
I provide effective leadership throughout my department. 

I have a good relationship with my School Head vs 0.799 
My School Head supports my work as department head. 

My administrator(s) support(s) my work as department head vs 0.717 
My work as a department head has given me job satisfaction. 

My School Head supports my work as department head vs 0.606 
My work as a department head has given me job satisfaction. 

I receive(d) sufficient leadership training to fulfill my position as department head vs 0.590 
My work as a department head has given me job satisfaction. 

My work as a department head has given me job satisfaction vs 0.535 
Overall, I am effective in my role as department head. 
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Table 22 Correlation (– 0.1 < r < 0.1) between the Relationship, Job Satisfaction and Efficacy 

questions. 

Response r 

My School Head supports my work as department head vs 
I believe my role as department head is preparing me for other administrative roles. 

-0.072 

I have a good relationship with my administrators vs 
Overall, I am effective in my role as department head. 

-0.072 

My School Head supports my work as department head vs 
I am appropriately compensated for being a department head. 

-0.046 

I have a good relationship with my administrators vs 
I provide effective leadership throughout my department. 

-0.020 

I have a good relationship with my School Head vs 
I am appropriately compensated for being a department head. 

-0.011 

I have a good relationship with my School Head vs 
I receive(d) sufficient leadership training to fulfill my position as department head.

 0.020 

I have a good relationship with my School Head vs 
I provide effective leadership throughout my department.

 0.050 

I have a good relationship with my School Head vs 
Overall, I am effective in my role as department head.

 0.062 

A qualitative question followed the 10 Likert-type scale questions allowing respondents to 

elaborate on any of their responses in the relationship, job satisfaction and efficacy section. 

Sixteen of 44 respondents took the opportunity to comment, representing 36% of the 

participants. Common themes were identified and grouped into Table 23, with direct quotations 

provided for those comments that pertained to this section of the survey. 
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Table 23 Qualitative responses to the Relationship, Job Satisfaction and Efficacy questions. 

Theme 
Professional 
Development 

Response 
I have been a Department head for 10 years. I am really good at it now but it 
has taken a long time (years) to get there. Learning by experience has been 
critical. 

Experience I am in very close contact with [my superior] who is fully supportive of my 
role. . . provides a great degree of support and guidance and also allows me the 
autonomy to fulfill my responsibilities . . . [my supervisor] is a wonderful 
mentor and much of what I learn as a leader comes from [modeling] and 
observing [my superior]. 

I thoroughly enjoy my role as department head. Since I am responsible for 
curriculum leadership, I believe that I can make a difference at the grass roots 
level. . . My hope in the future is to pursue further leadership opportunities. 

I feel that department heads's opinions are not truly considered in visioning 
changes for the school. 

HOD's are isolated at our school. Expectations roll down with no consideration 
for pressures and individual department plans. 

In our case, the management has an expectation that things will simply be done. 
This results in a vacuum or void between the two sides. 

To be a HOD is to be constantly ruled by two gods: to keep the machine ticking 
over smoothly, and to be a visionary and agent of change. Too often attention to 
one task negates attention to the other. To be [a] HOD is to always look at the 
present and the future: it's exhausting and exhilarating. 

Time [W]e are all so busy (which is inherent to life and work at an independent 
school) that we have little time for genuine collaboration, cross-curricular 
endeavours or meaningful peer to peer assessment. These are things that we are 
always working towards. 

As a department head, we [get] caught up in administrative details which leaves 
little time to mentor and drive the department forward. In others words, TIME 
is a big issue. I believe the time required to perform the job well is taken for 
granted. 

I do the best I can, but time is always an issue. 
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Role	 The school has functioned well without the need for dedicated HODs but slowly 
it is becoming more prominent in the school. . . the role of HOD is not valued or 
even recognized that much. 

I act as a Department Head in all respects and also people turn to me in this 
way. . . at our school we do not have this as an official position. It is not 
formalized, or pronounced, or compensated in any way whatsoever. 

My title is coordinator rather than leader and sometimes it is challenging to lead 
in certain situations when I am really a coordinator. 

Department heads are important for setting a tone for the department. They 
should lead by example in the teaching and willingness to keep abridge of new 
developments, be willing to discuss these at regular meetings, and to work with 
their teachers to produce 'best practices'. 

A discussion of the quantitative and qualitative data presented here on the demographic 

information, roles and responsibilities and relationships, job satisfaction and efficacy will be 

presented in Chapter 5. 
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Chapter Five: Summary, Discussions and Conclusions 

Discussion and Implications of the Findings 

This study looked at the roles and responsibilities of department heads in independent 

schools by asking the question, “How do independent high school academic department heads 

experience the leadership roles that they undertake within the academic leadership structure of 

their school?” Based on the premise that a leadership model that supports teachers to improve 

their practice will impact their instruction and consequently student learning, I collected 

demographic data on individuals in the department head role, rankings on the responsibilities 

they undertake and interpretations of how they experience their roles. 

The demographic data indicated that department heads are from both genders (52% female, 

48% male), 64% are educated at the Masters level, 95% have more than six years of teaching 

experience, 84% have been in the department head role for more than 10 years and 90% are 

compensated for their work through a stipend and/or release time. Demographics for departments 

varied greatly in terms of the number of departments and the number of teachers in a department. 

The schools within the study varied in size from a population of under 200 students to more than 

500 students, were both single and mixed gender, were boarding and/or day in type, and varied 

in terms of grades taught. 

When respondents were asked to describe the academic leadership structure of their school, 

they described at least one level of administration between department heads and school heads. 

The existence of multiple levels of leadership in independent schools in order to deal with the 

extra responsibilities that School Heads undertake in comparison to their public counterparts, 

Principals, reinforces the research of Portin et al. (2003) and Kinsella (2011) into the increased 

level of responsibilities that are delegated to others within the independent school context. It also 
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indicated that the tasks and levels of leadership that I had witnessed at my school were not 

unique and that comparable schools are implementing similar academic leadership structures. 

When I developed the list of 45 Likert-type scale questions on roles and responsibilities 

using literature resources and experience, variation was anticipated when asking respondents to 

rank the role from major role (4) to not a role (1), and when rating its importance. While 

variations do exist by school size and subject specialization as seen from the global data set, 

regardless of the demographic descriptor analyzed, organizing department meetings was ranked 

the greatest part of the role (µ=3.77) and the most important role (72%). 

The variation in roles undertaken support my hypothesis, informed by numerous studies 

(Adey, 2000; Brown et al., 2000b; Clarke, 2009; Gmelch & Miskin, 1993; Harris, 1995; 

Kinsella, 2011; Mercer & Ri, 2006; Valentine & Prater, 2001; Waters et al., 2004), that while a 

core set of responsibilities are undertaken by most department heads, variation would exist based 

on specific school and subject needs, and initiatives being undertaken at a specific school. Glover 

et al.’s (1998) findings that different interpretations of a role can exist within a school also 

supports the variation in these findings. 

The evidence in Tables 10 through 14 suggest that as the listed roles and responsibilities 

decrease in prominence, they also decrease in importance and there is an increase in the standard 

deviation of mean responses. This could be related to the individual needs of different schools 

that may have other staff in place to take on some of the roles in the list. This finding helps to 

answer my initial question into whether each school was unique in the roles undertaken or 

whether trends would be found between the different schools. It also supports my expectation 

that department heads are involved to varying degrees in hiring, curriculum design, program 
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implementation, instructional supervision, staffing assignments, change management, teacher 

evaluation and various logistical and clerical tasks. 

With at least one layer of administration above department heads, this extra level of 

leadership may perform some of the lowest ranked roles such as supervising teachers in lesson 

preparation (µ=1.65), timetabling (µ=1.80), scheduling midterms and/or exams (µ=1.87), 

evaluating department members (µ=1.93), implementing changes to the academic schedule 

(µ=1.95), monitoring the course selection process (µ=1.95), monitoring student distribution 

across grades (µ=2.00), managing teaching spaces (µ=2.23) and taking a role in academic 

honesty and discipline (µ=2.23). 

When analyzing the roles and responsibility data from the lens of subject specialization, 

certain outliers came forward that were only among the top five roles of one department. For 

English teachers, developing departmental assessment policies and practice (µ=3.38), and 

mentoring new department members (µ=3.63) were in their top five, while mathematics 

department heads had a high role in coordinating course outlines (µ=3.50). Possible reasons for 

these unique responses could be related to an influx of new staff to a particular department, 

scope and sequence initiatives that attempt to align teaching across a department, or recent shifts 

in the BC curriculum. Technology departments had a high role in coordinating the use of 

technology (µ=3.83), compared to science department heads that rank this role very low 

(µ=1.60). This discrepancy could be related to the mandate of technology departments to take on 

the integration of technology into other school departments, allowing other subject heads to 

focus on other initiatives. These findings are supported by Kinsella’s (2011) observation that 

different department needs result in different subject leaders taking on unique roles. As well, in 

Portin et al.’s (2003) report on principal leadership in independent schools, delegation to 
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department heads was pointed out as a necessity due to the complexities associated with specific 

subjects and consequently department needs. 

When looking at the lowest unique rankings by department specialization, the language 

department heads reported the lowest involvement in hiring new department members (µ=2.00), 

ensuring appropriate student-course assignments (µ=1.67) and developing and implementing 

changes to the school schedule (µ=2.00). These outliers could be due to little change over in 

department staffing, pre-existing structures to test and place students in the correct language 

level, schedules that have remained unchanged, or these initiatives are undertaken by other levels 

of leadership. For science department heads, the unique responses with the lowest means were in 

taking action to address problems with student progress (µ=1.43) and monitoring the course 

selection process (µ=1.29). Both of these responsibilities could be delegated to other levels of 

leadership within these schools, allowing these subject leaders to focus on departmental 

development issues. The final outlier was for the technology department heads and taking a role 

in academic honesty and discipline (µ=1.29). As this role was also low across all respondents, I 

hypothesize that independent schools have a specific individual who monitors discipline across 

the entire school. 

When the demographics of school size were compared to the roles, department heads from 

larger schools indicated a greater participation rate overall across all 45 roles (Table 17). This 

pattern could be due to a number of factors including the existence of other support structures in 

small schools, increased complexity of responsibility in larger schools resulting in the delegation 

of more to these department leaders, or larger departments in schools with a greater population. 

Morris and Dennison (1982) point to increased size as a cause of changes to the internal structure 

of schools and subsequent role delegation, while Glover et al.’s (1998) analysis of work done by 
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department leaders points to a greater range in managerial roles undertaken by department heads 

in larger schools. 

Unique outliers in the top five and bottom five rated roles based on school size were found, 

most of which could be explained with further understanding of a specific school’s leadership 

structure. Of particular note are the responses where all respondents rate the role as a major part 

of their portfolio. In schools between 200 to 300 students, all respondents rated ordering 

department resources and textbooks as a major responsibility (µ=4.00). In schools with more 

than 500 students, all respondents listed managing department budgets as a major responsibility 

(µ=4.00). Due to anonymity of respondents, it is unclear whether all respondents in each of these 

categories are from the same school, which could explain patterns in the data. 

The final portion of the survey looked at relationships, job satisfaction and efficacy in the 

role of the department head. The high mean responses for all four questions that discussed 

relationships to school administration (µ=4.8, µ=4.7) and the School Head (µ=4.6, µ=4.4) is 

encouraging to see, while the difference between the administration and School Head questions 

could relate to the increased contact that department heads have to the level of leadership to 

whom they are directly responsible. These questions received strongly agree responses from 

between 69% and 82% of respondents (Figure 1). One respondent’s comment, “I am in very 

close contact with [my superior] who is fully supportive of my role. . . provides a great degree of 

support and guidance and also allows me the autonomy to fulfill by responsibilities . . . [my 

supervisor] is a wonderful mentor and much of what I learn as a leader comes from [modeling] 

and observing [my superior]” provides evidence of strong relationships between administration 

and department heads. In contrast, “HOD’s are isolated”, “I feel that department heads’s 

opinions are not truly considered in visioning changes for the school” , “the role of the HOD is 
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not valued or even recognized that much” and, “ management has an expectation that things will 

simply be done. This results in a vacuum or void between the two sides” point to the sentiments 

of those who may not feel support or strong relationships with their administration or School 

Head. This discrepancy could be due to different schools implementing the department head role 

in different ways, that different leadership styles in schools may or may not properly support the 

idea of a distribution of leadership to these middle managers or imply that different individuals 

have different experiences in the role due to personal interactions with administration. 

For the two efficacy questions (Overall, I am effective in my role as a department head and 

I provide effective leadership throughout my department), 95% of respondents agreed with the 

question at either the strongly agree or agree somewhat level, with one respondent’s comments, 

“[s]ince I am responsible for curriculum leadership, I believe that I can make a difference at the 

grass roots level” indicates, I believe, a level of confidence that they are completing their job 

effectively. This is contradicted by the statements, “and sometimes it is challenging to lead in 

certain situations when I am really a coordinator”, “[t]oo often attention to one task negates 

attention to the other”, “[a]s a department head, we [get] caught up in administrative details 

which leaves little time to mentor and drive the department forward” and, “we are all so busy. . . 

that we have little time for genuine collaboration, cross-curricular endeavours or meaningful peer 

to peer assessment. These are things that we are always working towards.” I interpret these 

statements as the respondents feeling that due to a variety of factors, they are unable to complete 

their responsibilities as effectively as they would like. 

Finally, with over 89% of respondents selecting agree somewhat or strongly agree with the 

job satisfaction question, the data supports my hope and Klar’s (2012) findings that when 

individuals feel supported in their role by being delegated a certain level of responsibility, they 
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have job satisfaction and feel empowered and effective in the important work that they are doing. 

The qualitative responses that support this finding include, “it’s exhausting and exhilarating” 

and, “I thoroughly enjoy my role as department head”. The evidence of this study suggests that 

my hope of finding department heads that feel empowered in their roles and see their importance 

in the academic structure of their school and ultimately student achievement was realized. 

When looking at the lowest mean responses, the three questions that emerge are: I 

receive(d) sufficient leadership training to fulfill my role as department head (µ=3.3), I am 

appropriately compensated for being a department head (µ=3.6), and I believe my role as 

department head is preparing me for other administrative roles (µ=3.8). 

Insufficient levels of professional development that prepare department heads for their 

roles was found in the research of Brown et al. (2000b), Kinsella (2011), Klar (2012) and Turner 

(2000), while Khasawneh (2011) points to the importance to providing appropriate training if 

faculty are to be successful in fulfilling the roles that they are delegated in shared models of 

leadership. The low mean response in my data could be linked to insufficient levels of training or 

professional development. When this question is further analyzed using the demographic 

characteristic of years teaching, respondents in their first 10 years of teaching had a lower mean 

rating (µ=2.00) compared to those teaching for 20 or more years (µ=4.08) when asked about 

sufficient leadership training for their position (Figure 2) leading to a correlation of r=0.41. The 

qualitative response, “I have been a Department head for 10 years. I am really good at it now but 

is has taken a long time (years) to get there. Learning by experience has been critical” supports 

the observation that the longer one is in the role, the more prepared they feel for their 

responsibilities. Whether this correlation is due to actual training that has occurred for long 

standing teachers over time or whether it is simply due to years of experience “in the trenches” 
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as indicated by one respondent remains a question for further investigation, as Portin et al (2003) 

found that principals learn most from on the job training. 

When looking at appropriate compensation, which earlier in the survey was identified as 

release time or a stipend, 26% of respondents somewhat disagree with the question, only 53% 

strongly agree or somewhat agree, and there is a great deal of variance in the responses with a 

mean of µ=3.6 and a standard deviation of σ=1.4. The qualitative responses concerning time to 

complete the work, “I believe the time required to perform the job well is taken for granted” and, 

“I do the best I can, but time is always an issue”, and those directly criticizing the lack of 

compensation, “it is not. . . compensated in any way whatsoever”, help to explain the reasons for 

such a low agreement with the question. Brown et al. (2000b) found similar results in their 

research in UK schools. Further research into specific stipend amounts and release time as a 

percentage of teaching would help clarify what levels currently exist, and what levels would be 

deemed more appropriate by department heads for the work they do. 

When analyzing the responses to the relationship, job satisfaction and efficacy data based 

on years teaching, department heads that have been teaching longer receive greater job 

satisfaction from their role (µ=4.92) than those who have been teaching less than 10 years 

(µ=3.60). This trend is similar to that for years teaching and receiving sufficient training as 

explained above, and a further analysis into the correlation between the questions of training and 

job satisfaction (Table 21, r =0.59) indicates a moderate level of connectedness and points to the 

importance of experience before department heads can be satisfied with their work. 

For the compensation question, those with 16 – 20 years of teaching felt most appropriately 

compensated (µ=4.09), while again, those with the least amount of experience do not (µ=3.2). 

While the correlation between these was only 0.21, the trends that do exist could be related to the 
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salary scales in place in different schools based on years teaching. This is another area that needs 

further investigation. 

For the question on the department head role preparing a teacher for other administrative 

roles, the negative correlation (r = – 0.35) that exists, with those earlier in their career seeing a 

greater opportunity for further advancement (µ=4.00), could be explained by less of a desire by 

those already teaching for 20 or more years (µ=3.45) to leave the classroom at this point in their 

career, or they may have already declined similar opportunities in order to stay in the classroom 

(Portin et al., 2003). New teachers may see the department head position as a step towards 

further advancement in their school and an opportunity to cultivate their leadership practice as 

evidenced by the comment, “My hope in the future is to pursue further leadership opportunities”. 

For the two efficacy questions, only a low correlation existed between years teaching and 

efficacy (r = 0.17), with those with more teaching experience feeling most effective in their 

position. This is supported by the comment, “I am really good at it now but it has taken a long 

time (years) to get there”. In Walker and Slear’s (2011) research into principal behaviours, years 

teaching and self-efficacy also point to an increase in self-efficacy with experience. While their 

lens was more closely focused on effectiveness in the classroom and as influenced by principal 

behaviours, they did cite the impact years teaching had on efficacy due to experience in a role 

and having a good understanding of a school’s workings. 

When school size was compared to questions on relationships, job satisfaction and 

efficacy, the two questions that returned the greatest correlation between school size and mean 

responses were: I am appropriately compensated for being a department head (Figure 8, r = 0.84) 

and I believe my role as department head is preparing me for other administrative roles (Figure 

9, r = –0.80). With bigger schools, the roles and responsibilities data indicated that department 
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heads take on more responsibilities, while this question positively indicates that they feel 

appropriately compensated as compared to those in smaller schools for their work. With smaller 

schools the opportunity for further advancement into administrative roles may seem more 

plausible as department heads see less competition for positions and have the opportunity to 

practice their leadership skills in a smaller setting. 

The final analysis that was undertaken compared each of the relationship, job satisfaction 

and efficacy questions to look for correlation between mean responses (Appendix H). The 

questions with the highest correlations are listed in Table 21. The three of particular interest are 

the correlation between job satisfaction and questions on administration support (r =0.717), 

School Head support (r =0.606) and receiving sufficient training for the position (r =0.590). 

These findings indicate that department heads need training to feel that they are performing their 

roles to a level of satisfaction, and the support they perceive to receive from administration and 

the School Head is also important. These findings are similar to the work of Klar (2012) who 

found that principals empowered department heads when the appropriate level of support 

accompanied the delegation of work. While Brown et al.’s (2000b) research into department 

heads in the UK found both training and support to be lacking, this research study’s finding that 

support does exist in the ISABC independent context is encouraging. 

Table 22, indicates that a very low correlation exists between the relationships that a 

School Head has to the aspects in the four questions about appropriate compensation (r =– 

0.011), sufficient training (r =0.020), effectiveness in (r =0.062) and across (r =0.500) the 

department. With the presence of at least one level of administration between department heads 

and a School Head, developing a relationship with a School Head is not as necessary or feasible 

as it once was, as the School Head’s attentions are focused on areas that are not directly related 
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to instructional leadership in the school. With the variety of roles undertaken by independent 

School Heads, Portin et al. (2003) point out that these leaders need to ensure that leadership 

happens in critical areas, but they do not need to do it themselves, resulting in levels of 

delegation to subordinates and changing spheres of influence and interaction with staff. 

Summary of Findings and Recommendations 

The data and analysis indicate that within these independent schools a number of the 

leadership roles and responsibilities that are seen as key reasons for the importance of strong 

principal leadership in numerous studies (Cotton, 2003; Leithwood et al., 2004; Valentine & 

Prater, 2011; Wallace Foundation, 2013; Waters et al, 2004) have been delegated to the middle 

management level of subject department heads. Similar to the findings of Kinsella (2011), this 

research study supports the idea that the complexity that subject specialization introduces into 

high schools leads to a place for individual department heads who can respond to these needs. 

Morris and Dennison (1982) and Portin et al.’s (2003) argument that increased school size leads 

to the need to delegate more to department heads is supported by this research, as department 

heads of larger schools had many more responsibilities than their smaller school counterparts. 

When looking at the relationship, job satisfaction and efficacy question, Klar’s (2012) 

research into increasing department head leadership capacity by principals, supports the findings 

in this study that job satisfaction is linked to support received by administration and School 

Heads. Unfortunately, the trend found in studies by Kinsella (2011) and Turner (2000) that 

insufficient professional development exists for department heads was also found in this study. 

As well, compensation for the work completed was identified in this study and by Brown et al. 

(2000b) as a factor in job satisfaction, another area where schools need to focus in order to give 

department heads the recognition they deserve for the work that they have been delegated. 
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Based on this research it is recommended that as this level of school leadership continues 

to increase in prominence that a review is done into the compensation that department heads 

receive to ensure that it is in line with the amount of work they are asked to undertake. As well, 

developing training and providing professional development that is tied to the specific roles and 

responsibilities they perform should be part of the transition into this important role. As indicated 

by one of the respondents, “Department heads are important for setting a tone for the 

department. They should lead by example in the teaching and willingness to keep abridge of new 

developments, be willing to discuss these at regular meetings, and to work with their teachers to 

produce ‘best practices’”. Only with the right levels of support will department heads be able to 

effectively complete the roles they are being asked to fulfill with a high level of job satisfaction. 

Limitations 

The limitations of this research exist in the sample size, response rate and inability to 

further validate the data using follow-up interviews. Of the 21 schools contacted, only 14 agreed 

to participate in the research. From these, only 44 of 97 (45%) department heads responded to 

the survey, and I was unable to determine whether some schools had full participation rates in 

the survey while others did not, resulting in a possible skew in the data due to the impact of a 

particular group of respondents. The survey length or subject resulted in seven individuals not 

moving past the consent page, and a few participants did not complete all the questions asked. 

Also, due to anonymity I was unable to tell if an individual completed the survey more than 

once. 

With slight modifications to the demographic section the survey is transferable to other 

independent schools as well as to department heads in the public system. As a result, I feel that a 

similar survey given to other independent school department heads would return similar results. 
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If administered with public school department heads, I hypothesize that a number of the roles, 

such as hiring, would not be part of the portfolios of these department heads, while others, such 

as department meetings, are just as important in the public system. These suppositions are further 

supported by the use of a number of public school based research studies to develop the 45 roles 

and responsibilities (Adey, 2000; Brown et al., 2000b; Clarke, 2009; Gmelch & Miskin, 1993; 

Harris, 1995; Mercer & Ri, 2006; Valentine & Prater, 2001; Waters et al., 2004). 

Suggestions for Follow Up and Further Research 

With very little research into department heads in the independent context, and no such 

research within BC, I looked to identify trends within the roles and responsibilities undertaken 

by this key level of school leadership by surveying academic department heads in member 

schools of ISABC. As well, interpretations of relationships with administration, job satisfaction 

and efficacy in the role were collected, with the hope of finding high mean responses in all three 

areas. 

In taking this work forward, I hope to do two things with my findings. First, I will offer the 

survey to other ISABC schools to see if their individual findings mirror those of this study and I 

will take the department heads in my school through the process. Secondly, I plan to report back 

to ISABC by providing individual school heads with a copy of my research and by presenting 

my findings at the ISABC conference in February 2015. My hope is to get clarification and more 

in-depth information on some of the findings by presenting my work to different constituencies. 

In response to the finding that training for the department head position could be improved, 

an investigation of the type and frequency of training delivered to department heads would be an 

area of further study. If those in the position for a period of time feel better prepared for the 

variety of roles that they must undertake, what skills have these experienced leaders learned that 
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should be incorporated into department head training? As well, the trends found in this study into 

the roles and responsibilities that department heads undertake should shed some light onto the 

specific types of training that this level of school leadership needs in order to be most effective. 

On the question of compensation, an investigation into the quantity of time each of these 

leaders is given to complete their job and the value of the stipend received would give a clearer 

indication of what type and level of compensation is deemed appropriate for the amount of work 

that these leaders do. With time being identified as an issue in three of the respondent comments, 

returning to these individuals to identify how much time they need to complete the variety of 

tasks they are assigned in their role would help to pinpoint the appropriate release time needed as 

a form of recognition for this leadership role. As well, the discrepancy that emerged with 

experienced department heads having greater satisfaction with their level of compensation 

should be investigated. Are those in the role longer paid more or given more time to complete 

their responsibilities? Or is this discrepancy due to salary scales? Only by asking direct questions 

to these different leaders could an explanation for this trend be identified. 
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FACULTY OF EDUCATION 
Vancouver Island University 

900 Fifth Street, Nanaimo, 
British Columbia, Canada V9R 5S5 

Tel (250) 740-6221 Fax (250) 740-6463 
http://www.viu.ca/education/ 

Request to use School as a research site in my study of 
“Academic Department Head Roles in Independent Schools” 

September, 2013 

Wendy A. Woollven Rachel Moll, PhD, Supervisor 
Masters of Education Student Faculty of Education 
Vancouver Island University Vancouver Island University 
wwoollven@stumail.viu.ca Rachel.Moll@viu.ca 

Dear , 

The following is a request to include your school in my research into the role that academic 
department heads take in independent schools in British Columbia. My hope is gather data 
through surveys and interviews of academic department head in a BC Independent Schools. This 
research is part of my Master’s of Education in Educational Leadership Program at Vancouver 
Island University. 

Purpose: 
As a teacher for over 16 years in an independent school, I have become interested in the 
changing role that my colleagues, the department heads, take in the school’s academic direction. 
In addition to the practical components of the role (ordering supplies, tracking textbooks, 
managing teaching spaces and assigning teachers to classes), these leaders work with members 
of their department to set goals in keeping with the direction of the department and in alignment 
with the overall academic direction of the school. They ensure that teachers cover the curriculum 
determined by the Ministry of Education and follow the published course outlines. In addition, 
they provide feedback and mentoring to their department with regards to instruction and 
evaluation. As the importance of a strong academic program continues to increase, the tasks 
taken on by this group and the discussions they are involved in with senior management also 
grows more complex. 
Since school leadership has been shown to be “second only to teaching among school-related 
factors in its impact on student learning” (Leithwood, Seashore Louis, Anderson, & Wahlstrom, 
2004, p.3), I began to question whether the roles taken by department heads were sufficiently 
valued? Were the introduction of such tasks unique to this school, or were comparable schools 
implementing similar academic leadership structures? Were these key figures in the academic 
program experiencing the leadership position they had undertaken in a similar manner? 

mailto:Rachel.Moll@viu.ca
mailto:wwoollven@stumail.viu.ca
http://www.viu.ca/education
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Study Procedures: 
To participate in this study, Department Heads will be asked to complete an online anonymous 
survey. The survey should not take more than 15 minutes of their time. They will be asked to 
answer demographic questions about themselves, their school and their department. They will 
then be asked to rate different tasks related to their role as a department head, and whether they 
feel these are important. The final component of the survey gathers their impressions of their 
relationship with school administration, their job satisfaction and their efficacy in the role. There 
are also opportunities for them to elaborate on their responses. 

At the end of the survey they will be invited to also participate in the second component of the 
research, which will include a voluntary follow-up interview to discuss findings and get further 
information about the role. 

Findings will be reported in a Master’s Thesis, available upon request. I am also planning on 
reporting back to ISABC with my findings. 

Next Steps: 
If you approve the inclusion of your academic department heads in this study, please return this 
letter to me via the attached envelop, and I will them mail consent letters and web links to your 
department heads. 

If you have any questions about the research study, or would like any more information, please 
feel free to contact me at the email address below: 

Number of department heads? _______ 

Wendy A. Woollven 
Masters of Education Student 
Vancouver Island University 
wwoollven@stumail.viu.ca 

Leithwood, K., Seashore Louis, K., Anderson, S., & Wahlstrom, K., Minnesota Univ., Minneapolis Center for Applied Research and Educational 
Improvement, & Ontario Inst. for Studies in Education, Toronto. (2004). How leadership influences student learning. Review of research The 
Wallace Foundation, Five Penn Plaza. 

mailto:wwoollven@stumail.viu.ca
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FACULTY OF EDUCATION 
Vancouver Island University 

900 Fifth Street, Nanaimo, 
British Columbia, Canada V9R 5S5 

Tel (250) 740-6221 Fax (250) 740-6463 
http://www.viu.ca/education/ 

Recruitment Letter for
 
“Academic Department Head Roles in Independent Schools”
 

October, 2013
 

Wendy A. Woollven Rachel Moll, PhD, Supervisor 
Masters of Education Student Faculty of Education 
Vancouver Island University Vancouver Island University 
wwoollven@stumail.viu.ca Rachel.Moll@viu.ca 

Dear Academic Department Head, 

The following is an invitation to be involved in my research into the role that academic 
department heads take in independent schools in British Columbia. You are being invited 
because you are an Academic Department Head in a BC Independent School. This research is 
part of my Master’s of Education in Educational Leadership Program at Vancouver Island 
University. 

Purpose: 
As a teacher for over 16 years in an independent school, I have become interested in the 
changing role that my colleagues, the department heads, take in the school’s academic direction. 
In addition to the practical components of the role (ordering supplies, tracking textbooks, 
managing teaching spaces and assigning teachers to classes), these leaders work with members 
of their department to set goals in keeping with the direction of the department and in alignment 
with the overall academic direction of the school. They ensure that teachers cover the curriculum 
determined by the Ministry of Education and follow the published course outlines. In addition, 
they provide feedback and mentoring to their department with regards to instruction and 
evaluation. As the importance of a strong academic program continues to increase, the tasks 
taken on by this group and the discussions they are involved in with senior management also 
grows more complex. 
Since school leadership has been shown to be “second only to teaching among school-related 
factors in its impact on student learning” (Leithwood, Seashore Louis, Anderson & Wahlstrom, 
2004, p.3), I began to question whether the roles taken by department heads were sufficiently 
valued? Were the introduction of such tasks unique to this school, or were comparable schools 
implementing similar academic leadership structures? Were these key figures in the academic 
program experiencing the leadership position they had undertaken in a similar manner? 

mailto:Rachel.Moll@viu.ca
mailto:wwoollven@stumail.viu.ca
http://www.viu.ca/education
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Study Procedures: 
To participate in this study you will be asked to complete an online anonymous survey. The 
survey should not take more than 15 minutes of your time. You will be asked to answer 
demographic questions about yourself, your school and your department. You will then be asked 
to rate different tasks related to your role as a department head, and whether you feel these are 
important. The final component of the survey gathers your impressions of your relationship with 
school administration, your job satisfaction and your efficacy in the role. There are also 
opportunities for you to elaborate on your responses. 

At the end of the survey you will be invited to also participate in the second component of the 
research, which will include a voluntary follow-up interview to discuss findings and get further 
information about your role. 

Findings will be reported in a Master’s Thesis, available upon request. 

Next Steps: 
If you are interested in participating in this study, please follow the link on the Statement of 
Consent. 

More information about potential benefits and risks of participating, as well as the steps that will 
be taken to ensure anonymity and confidentiality will be explained in the Statement of Consent. 

If you have any questions about the research study, or would like any more information, please 
feel free to contact me at the email address below: 

Wendy A. Woollven 
Masters of Education Student 
Vancouver Island University 
wwoollven@stumail.viu.ca 

Leithwood, K., Seashore Louis, K., Anderson, S., & Wahlstrom, K., Minnesota Univ., Minneapolis Center for Applied Research and Educational 
Improvement, & Ontario Inst. for Studies in Education, Toronto. (2004). How leadership influences student learning. Review of research The 
Wallace Foundation, Five Penn Plaza. 

mailto:wwoollven@stumail.viu.ca
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FACULTY OF EDUCATION 
Vancouver Island University 

900 Fifth Street, Nanaimo, 
British Columbia, Canada V9R 5S5 

Tel (250) 740-6221 Fax (250) 740-6463 
http://www.viu.ca/education/ 

Survey Statement of Consent for
 
“Academic Department Head Roles in Independent Schools”
 

October, 2013
 

Wendy A. Woollven Rachel Moll, PhD, Supervisor 
Masters of Education Student Faculty of Education 
Vancouver Island University Vancouver Island University 
wwoollven@stumail.viu.ca Rachel.Moll@viu.ca 

Welcome to the survey for the research project, “Academic Department Head Roles in 
Independent Schools”. This survey is open to Academic Department Heads in member schools 
of the Independent Schools Association of British Columbia (ISABC). It should take you about 
15 minutes to complete. 

Purpose of the study: 
The purpose of this study is to look at the roles and responsibilities of department heads in 
independent secondary schools in British Columbia. Data will be collected from Academic 
Department Heads from several ISABC schools. Based on the premise that a leadership model 
that supports teachers to improve their practices will have an impact on their instruction and 
ultimately student learning, the researcher is interested in investigating different academic 
leadership structures, with a specific focus on Academic Heads of Department, the roles they 
take and how they experience these responsibilities. This research is part of a two year Master’s 
of Education in Educational Leadership Program at Vancouver Island University. The results 
will be used to complete the thesis component of this program. 

Study Procedures: 
To participate in this study you are being asked to complete an online anonymous survey. The 
survey should not take more than 15 minutes of your time. You will be asked to answer 
demographic questions about yourself, your school and your department. You will then be asked 
to rate different tasks related to your role as a department head, and whether you feel these are 
important. The final component of the survey gathers your impressions of your relationship with 
school administration, your job satisfaction and your efficacy in the role. There are also 
opportunities for you to elaborate on your responses. 

At the end of the survey you will be asked if you are interested in participating in a follow-up 
interview to discuss findings and get further information about the role. If you would like to be 
involved in this stage of the research, you can contact the researcher directly. Any information 
that would compromise the anonymity of your responses will be removed from the data prior to 
any analysis by a third party. The survey link (found below) will remain open until November 
15, 2013. 

mailto:Rachel.Moll@viu.ca
mailto:wwoollven@stumail.viu.ca
http://www.viu.ca/education
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Your participation in this study is completely voluntary. You may skip questions or exit the 

survey at any time, for any reason, and without penalty. However if you submit any responses 

before you withdraw, the information you have provided cannot be removed from the survey 

results, as your responses cannot be distinguished from other participants’. Data will be 

downloaded from Fluid Surveys, a third party will remove any identifying information that you 

may have inadvertently provided, and the principal researcher will then analyze data. Findings 

will be reported in a Master’s Thesis, available upon request.
 
Potential Risks: No known potential risks.
 
Potential Benefits: Participating in this study will be an opportunity to reflect on your practice 

based on the survey and interview questions. This self-reflection could allow for greater 

appreciation for the work you do, or the incentive to advocate for positive changes in your role.
 
Confidentiality: 
No names will be recorded during data collection in this study unless done voluntarily by the 
participant. If this does occur, this information will be removed prior to analysis. The Fluid 
Surveys site where the online survey is located is an online Canadian survey tool and server, 
which has privacy and security settings in line with Canadian Research ethics protocols. Your 
survey data will remain anonymous and confidential. Email and IP address tracking has been 
disabled and data is stored on Canadian servers. (See Fluid Surveys Privacy Policy for further 
information http://fluidsurveys.com/about/privacy/) Fluid Surveys may allow persistent 3rd party 
‘cookies’. As each browser and version is slightly different, to remove these cookies refer to 
AboutCookies.org’s “How to Delete Cookies” 
http://www.aboutcookies.org/Default.aspx?page=2 

Only the principle researcher and a research assistant will have access to your survey data. Study 
documents will be kept in a locked filing cabinet at the Education Department at Vancouver 
Island University. Participants will not be identified by name in any reports of the completed 
study. Electronic data and results of this study will be stored on a secured computer with 
restricted access (password), and deleted within 3 years. 
If you have any concerns about your treatment as a participant in this research, please contact the 
Vancouver Island Research Ethics Officer at reb@viu.ca or by telephone at 1-888-920-2221 
(local 2665). 

By completing any question and submitting the survey at the link below, you consent to 
participate in this research project and for the information you provide to be used in study 
results. 
Please keep a copy of this Statement of Consent for your records. 
To access the survey please follow the link below: 
http://fluidsurveys.com/s/Wendy_W/HoD_Roles/Independent_Schools/2014 

If you have any questions about the research study, or would like any more information, please 
feel free to contact me at the email address below: 

Wendy A. Woollven 
Masters of Education Student 
Vancouver Island University 
wwoollven@stumail.viu.ca 

mailto:wwoollven@stumail.viu.ca
http://fluidsurveys.com/s/Wendy_W/HoD_Roles/Independent_Schools/2014
mailto:reb@viu.ca
http://www.aboutcookies.org/Default.aspx?page=2
http://fluidsurveys.com/about/privacy
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Department Head Roles in Independent 
Schools 

Welcome to my research study into Academic Department Head Roles 
in Independent Schools. 

The current study examines the question: How do independent high 
school academic department heads experience the leadership roles 
that they undertake within the academic leadership structure of their 
school? 

Please remember that your participation in this study is completely 
voluntary. You may skip questions or exit the survey at any time, for 
any reason, and without penalty. However, if you have submitted any 
responses, they can not be removed from the research, as your 
responses cannot be distinguished from any other participants'. 

Please avoid making reference to your school’s name or to specific 
individuals by name, as these will affect the anonymity of your 
responses. 

By completing any question and submitting the survey, you consent to 
participate in this research project and for the information you 
provide to be used in study results. 

Thank you for taking the time to answer these questions. 

Contact Information: Wendy A. Woollven 
wwoollven@stumail.viu.ca 

250-‐701-‐8072 

mailto:wwoollven@stumail.viu.ca
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Demographic Profile and Background: Department Head 
(Respondent) 

Your Gender 
Female 

Male 

Subject Specialization (Check all that apply) 
English 

Math 

Science 

Social Studies 

Art 

Languages 

Athletics 

Business 

Career and Personal Planning 

Music 

Drama 

Other, please specify... ______________________ 

Highest Degree Earned 
Doctorate 

Masters 

Bachelors 

Other, please specify... ______________________ 
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I have taught for 
First Year 

1-‐5 Years 

6-‐10 Years 

11-‐15 Years 

16-‐20 Years 

20-‐25 Years 

More than 25 years 

I have been department head 
for 

First Year 

1-‐5 Years 

6-‐10 Years 

11-‐15 Years 

16-‐20 Years 

20-‐25 Years 

More than 25 years 

I was promoted to department head from within my department 
Yes 

No 

Demographic Profile: School 

Grade Range: Lowest Grade 
What is the lowest grade offered at your 
school? 

Early Childhood (age 3) 

JK 

K 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

8 

9 

Grade Range: Highest Grade 
What is the highest grade offered at your 
school? 

8 

9 

10 

11 

12 

IB 
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School Type: Secondary School Level 
Please state the type of students at the secondary school level only 

Boarding 

Day 

Mixed Boarding & Day, please describe the rough percentage breakdown... ______________________ 

Student Gender: Secondary School Level 
Please state the gender of students at the secondary school level only 

Co-‐Ed 

Single Gender 

Mixed, please explain... ______________________ 

Student Population: Secondary School Level 
Please state the number of students at the secondary school level only 

Under 200 

Between 200 and 300 

Between 300 and 400 

Between 400 and 500 

More than 500 
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Demographic Profile: Secondary School Academic Departments 

Number of secondary school academic department heads at my 
school (including myself) 

The number of teachers in my department (including myself) 
I am the only member 

2 to 4 

5 to 7 

8 to 10 

11 to 13 

13 to 15 

More than 15, please specify... ______________________ 

I receive compensation for my role as department head 
No 

Yes -‐ in the form of a stipend 

Yes -‐ in the form of release time 

Yes -‐ in the form of a stipend and release time 

Other, please specify... ______________________ 

The role (job title) of my direct supervisor is 

Academic Structure 
Describe the administrative structure of the academic department at your school. Which 
individuals take on different roles? Who reports to whom? Where do department heads fit in the 
leadership team? 
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Department Head Role 

The researcher is interested in what roles you undertake, as well as 
how important they are perceived to be within your overall role. 

To aid in this distinction, please make up to two selections for each 
question. First, indicate on the scale from Major to Minor, how much 
each role is a part of your responsibilities as a department head. Then, 
indicate whether you feel this role is a very important part of your job 
or not. 

FACULTY DEVELOPMENT 
Major Moderate Minor Not a Very Not Very

Role Role Role Role Important Important
 

Assisting in hiring new 
department members 

Mentoring new department 
members 

Goal setting with department 
members 

Training teachers in teaching 
skills 

Helping department members
to adapt to educational 
change 

Encouraging teachers to 
observe other colleagues in 
the classroom 

Communicating regular 
feedback to department 
members 

Evaluating department 
members 

Supervising teachers in lesson 
preparation 
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Encouraging teachers to vary 
delivery and assessment tools 
for all learners 

Encouraging involvement in 
professional development 

DEPARTMENT DEVELOPMENT 
Major 
Role 

Moderate 
Role 

Minor 
Role 

Not a 
Role 

Very 
Important 

Not Very 
Important 

Setting departmental goals 

Managing department 
collaboration 

Fostering department 
collegiality 

Managing conflict between 
department members 

Developing departmental
assessment policies and 
practice 

Taking action to address 
problems with department 
teaching practice 

Ensuring appropriate 
teacher-‐course assignments 

Ensuring appropriate 
student-‐course assignments 

Monitoring student 
distribution across grades 
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Please make up to two selections for each question. First, indicate on 
the scale from Major to Minor, how much each role is a part of your 
responsibilities as a department head. Then, indicate whether you 
feel this role is a very important part of your job or not. 

CURRICULUM DEVELOPMENT, MANAGEMENT AND INSTRUCTION 
Major Moderate Minor Not a Very Not Very
 
Role Role Role Role Important Important
 

Coordinating course outlines 

Monitoring the delivery of 
courses in adherence to 
Ministry IRPs. 

Developing curriculum with 
department members 

Identifying and 
implementing new trends or
ideas in curriculum 

Monitoring the evaluation of 
students 

Monitoring the calibration of 
assessment across the 
department 

Taking action to address 
problems with student 
progress 

Taking a role in academic
honesty and discipline 
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DEPARTMENT MANAGEMENT
 

Managing department 
budgets 

Managing teaching 
spaces 

Organizing regular 
department meetings 

Ordering department 
resources and textbooks 

Organizing department 
exams 

Scheduling midterms 
and/or exams 

Assigning courses to
department members 

Monitoring the course 
selection process 

Timetabling 

Coordinating the use of 
technology 

Major Moderate Minor Not a Very Not Very

Role Role Role Role Important Important
 



   93 APPENDIX D: SURVEY INSTRUMENT 

Please make up to two selections for each question. First, indicate on 
the scale from Major to Minor, how much each role is a part of your 
responsibilities as a department head. Then, indicate whether you 
feel this role is a very important part of your job or not. 

BROADER INITIATIVES 
Major Moderate Minor Not a Very Not Very
 
Role Role Role Role Important Important
 

Acting as a liaison between the 
administration and members 
of the department 

Participating in broader 
school visioning 

Developing school assessment 
policies and practice 

Developing and refining 
proposed changes to the 
academic schedule 

Implementing changes to the 
academic schedule 

Communicating with other 
department heads at my 
school 

Communicating with other 
department heads at other
schools 

Please describe any other roles that you undertake as a department 
head 
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Relationships, Job Satisfaction, and Efficacy 

I have a good relationship with my School Head. 
Strongly Agree 

Agree Somewhat 

Neither Agree nor Disagree 

Disagree Somewhat 

Strongly Disagree 

My School Head supports my work as department head. 
Strongly Agree 

Agree Somewhat 

Neither Agree nor Disagree 

Disagree Somewhat 

Strongly Disagree 

I have a good relationship with my administrators. 
Strongly Agree 

Agree Somewhat 

Neither Agree nor Disagree 

Disagree Somewhat 

Strongly Disagree 

My administrator(s) support(s) my work as department head. 
Strongly Agree 

Agree Somewhat 

Neither Agree nor Disagree 

Disagree Somewhat 

Strongly Disagree 
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I receive(d) sufficient leadership training to fulfill my position as 
department head. 

Strongly Agree 

Agree Somewhat 

Neither Agree nor Disagree 

Disagree Somewhat 

Strongly Disagree 

My work as a department head has given me job satisfaction. 
Strongly Agree 

Agree Somewhat 

Neither Agree nor Disagree 

Disagree Somewhat 

Strongly Disagree 

I am appropriately compensated for being a department head. 
Strongly Agree 

Agree Somewhat 

Neither Agree nor Disagree 

Disagree Somewhat 

Strongly Disagree 

I believe my role as department head is preparing me for other 
administrative roles. 

Strongly Agree 

Agree Somewhat 

Neither Agree nor Disagree 

Disagree Somewhat 

Strongly Disagree 
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Overall, I feel that I am effective in my role as department head. 
Strongly Agree 

Agree Somewhat 

Neither Agree nor Disagree 

Disagree Somewhat 

Strongly Disagree 

I provide effective leadership throughout my department. 
Strongly Agree 

Agree Somewhat 

Neither Agree nor Disagree 

Disagree Somewhat 

Strongly Disagree 

Feel free to elaborate on any of your responses. 
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Next Steps 

If you would like to participate in a follow-‐up interview about your 
responses to your role, please email the researcher directly. 

If you would like to receive a copy of the research finding and thesis, 
please email the researcher directly. 

If there are any other comments that you would like to make about 
your role as a department head, please do so below, or email the 
researcher directly. 

Contact Information: Wendy A. Woollven 
wwoollven@stumail.viu.ca 

250-‐701-‐8072 

mailto:wwoollven@stumail.viu.ca
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98 APPENDIX E: MEAN RESPONSES TO ROLES BY SUBJECT SPECIALIZATION 

Roles English n=8 Math n=9 Science n=7 Socials n=8 Languages n=5 Technology n=5 

3.13 2.98 2.43 2.71 2.00 2.40 

3.63 3.33 3.00 3.67 3.00 3.33 

3.38 3.11 2.50 3.71 3.00 3.80 

2.75 1.89 1.71 3.14 2.60 2.60 

3.00 3.22 2.43 3.57 3.00 3.33 

2.63 2.80 1.86 2.86 2.20 2.60 

3.75 3.00 3.00 3.71 3.60 3.40 

1.63 1.67 1.71 1.86 2.00 2.00 

1.50 1.11 1.43 2.14 1.50 2.00 

3.00 2.67 2.86 3.43 2.80 3.00 

3.25 3.00 3.00 3.57 3.00 3.20 

3.63 3.67 3.38 3.71 3.80 3.40 

3.38 3.44 3.29 3.29 3.80 3.00 

3.13 2.89 3.14 3.57 3.60 3.00 

2.50 2.11 2.29 2.83 2.50 2.40 

3.38 3.44 3.14 2.86 3.60 3.17 

2.38 2.33 2.00 2.86 3.40 2.50 

2.50 2.33 2.57 2.83 2.60 3.00 

2.00 2.56 1.57 2.67 1.67 2.80 

2.00 1.88 1.00 2.14 2.17 2.00 

2.50 3.50 2.43 3.14 3.00 3.40 

2.13 3.15 2.14 2.86 3.75 3.00 

3.25 3.38 3.00 3.14 4.00 3.60 

3.13 3.25 3.00 3.71 4.00 3.60 

2.63 2.38 2.29 3.00 3.00 3.00 

2.38 2.75 2.29 2.57 3.50 3.00 

2.38 2.13 1.43 3.00 3.00 2.40 

2.38 2.00 1.71 2.57 2.20 2.00 

3.38 3.63 3.57 3.57 3.50 3.20
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30 1.75 1.88 2.29 2.29 2.00 2.83 

31 3.75 3.75 3.71 3.86 4.00 3.40 

32 3.13 3.75 3.57 3.29 3.75 3.40 

33 3.00 3.00 2.14 3.43 3.75 2.20 

34 2.13 2.00 1.29 2.29 2.80 1.50 

35 1.88 2.50 2.14 2.43 2.75 2.67 

36 2.13 2.00 1.29 2.71 2.75 2.20 

37 1.75 1.63 1.00 1.86 2.20 1.40 

38 2.00 2.38 1.60 2.57 2.50 3.83 

39 3.00 3.50 3.00 3.43 2.50 3.67 

40 2.75 2.75 2.14 3.43 3.20 3.40 

41 2.88 2.75 2.29 3.29 3.25 3.00 

42 2.25 2.50 2.14 2.71 2.00 2.60 

43 1.63 2.13 1.57 2.43 1.75 2.40 

44 3.15 2.88 2.71 3.86 3.25 3.80 

45 2.88 3.38 2.14 3.14 2.75 3.00 



 
  

           
    

         
 

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

APPENDIX F: MEAN RESPONSES TO ROLES, RELATIONSHIPS, 
JOB SATISFACTION & EFFICACY BY SCHOOL SIZE 100 

Roles <200 
n=6 

200 to 300 
n=12 

300 to 400 
n=11 

400 to 500 
n=5 

<500 
n=8 

1 2.33 2.27 2.90 2.80 3.00 

2 3.20 3.36 3.40 3.40 3.20 

3 3.00 3.09 3.36 3.20 3.38 

4 2.33 1.64 2.80 2.00 2.63 

5 2.83 2.82 3.20 3.20 2.70 

6 2.17 2.30 2.45 2.40 2.75 

7 3.50 3.36 3.10 3.60 3.75 

8 1.33 1.20 2.00 2.40 3.00 

9 1.50 1.09 1.78 1.60 1.90 

10 3.00 2.36 2.70 2.80 3.11 

11 2.83 2.82 3.10 2.80 3.33 

12 3.00 3.73 3.90 3.60 3.88 

13 3.17 3.45 3.60 3.20 3.88 

14 3.50 3.18 3.40 3.20 3.75 

15 2.40 2.10 2.40 3.00 3.11 

16 2.67 3.45 3.50 3.00 3.44 

17 2.00 2.40 2.70 2.80 3.22 

18 2.20 2.27 2.80 2.60 3.38 

19 1.80 2.55 2.20 2.00 3.00 

20 1.67 2.00 1.50 2.00 2.78 

21 2.00 3.33 3.20 2.80 3.38 

22 1.83 2.89 2.90 2.80 3.43 

23 2.50 3.56 3.50 3.00 3.38 

24 3.00 3.44 3.20 3.25 3.25 

25 2.50 2.33 2.50 3.40 3.14 

26 1.83 2.67 2.56 3.50 3.29 

27 2.33 2.44 2.20 3.20 2.71 

28 2.67 1.89 2.00 2.60 2.50 

29 3.00 3.56 3.70 3.20 4.00 



 
  

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

 

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

 

APPENDIX F: MEAN RESPONSES TO ROLES, RELATIONSHIPS, 

JOB SATISFACTION & EFFICACY BY SCHOOL SIZE 101 

30 1.67 2.13 2.30 1.80 2.78 

31 3.67 3.89 3.70 3.60 3.86 

32 2.83 4.00 3.10 3.00 3.14 

33 2.67 2.78 2.50 3.00 2.14 

34 2.17 2.00 1.80 2.00 1.57 

35 1.50 1.89 2.40 2.40 3.00 

36 2.33 1.56 2.00 1.80 2.29 

37 1.33 1.56 1.70 1.60 2.38 

38 2.00 2.22 2.33 2.60 2.71 

39 3.17 3.33 3.00 3.40 3.63 

40 2.50 2.67 2.73 3.17 2.88 

41 2.83 2.67 2.90 3.00 2.71 

42 2.50 2.11 2.30 2.20 2.29 

43 2.00 1.78 1.90 2.00 2.14 

44 3.50 2.89 3.11 3.00 3.00 

45 2.67 2.56 2.50 2.40 2.63 

Relationship / Job Satisfaction / Efficacy section 

A 4.20 5.00 4.80 4.25 4.29 

B 4.00 4.63 4.80 4.25 4.29 

C 4.67 4.67 4.90 5.00 4.57 

D 4.17 4.89 4.90 5.00 4.43 

E 3.17 3.22 3.60 3.00 3.14 

F 3.93 4.67 4.78 4.40 4.14 

G 2.83 3.11 4.00 3.80 3.86 

H 4.60 3.63 3.80 3.80 3.29 

I 3.38 4.56 4.50 4.10 4.14 

J 4.00 4.44 4.33 4.40 4.14
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APPENDIX G: MEAN RESPONSES OF RELATIONSHIPS, 
JOB SATISFACTION & EFFICACY BY YEARS TEACHING 

6-10 yrs 11-15 yrs 16-20 yrs 20 or more r-value 
(n=5) (n=8) (n=11) (n=12) 

4.75 4.38 4.50 4.75 0.1102 

3.80 4.38 4.44 4.67 0.1957 

4.60 4.63 4.73 4.92 0.1602 

4.20 4.88 4.64 4.92 0.2472 

2.00 3.25 3.18 4.08 0.4059 

3.60 4.50 4.20 4.92 0.3370 

3.20 3.38 4.09 3.58 0.2069 

4.00 4.00 3.73 3.45 -0.3461 

4.00 4.50 3.91 4.67 0.1679 

4.20 4.29 3.91 4.75 0.2850 

I have a good relationship with my 
School Head. 

My School Head supports my work as 
department head. 

I have a good relationship with my 
administrators. 

My administrator(s) support(s) my work 
as department head. 

I receive(d) sufficient leadership 
training to fulfill my position as 
department head. 

My work as a department head has 
given me job satisfaction. 

I am appropriately compensated for 
being a department head. 

I believe my role as department head is 
preparing me for other administrative 
roles. 

Overall, I am effective in my role as 
department head. 

I provide effective leadership 
throughout my department. 




