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Framing Professional Identity in School Leadership: A 

Critical Exploration within the UAE Inspection Context 

Abstract 

This study focuses on the role of school leadership within 

the public schools of Abu Dhabi, examining how leaders shape 

and reshape their professional identity over continuous cycles of 

school inspections. In the context of ongoing accountability 

policies in education in the United Arab Emirates, it poses a 

peculiar problem for school leaders whose values differ from 

system-driven expectations to balance between personal 

educational ideals, emotional labour, and philosophies of 

leadership. The qualitative research methodology centres on 

obtaining individual interviews from school leaders of grades K 

to 12. The results indicate that professional identity is not simply 

something one assumes; instead, it is strategically shaped in 

relation to frameworks, cultures of the institution, and personal 

models of leadership. Participants exhibited greater alignment 

with governance frameworks and criteria focused on empirical 

evidence alongside a claimed commitment to deeper levels of 

relational leadership, moral obligation, and holistic care for 

students. It is noteworthy that accountability serves concurrently 

as both a means for improvement and an emotionally draining 

paradox. Moreover, it demonstrates how success criteria within 

inspection frameworks can be far too simplistic and neglect the 

crucial yet often invisible components of leadership practice. 

The described rapid pace of reform alongside multiculturalism 

combined with centralized governance creates a one-of-a-kind 

educational context in the UAE which adds complexity in terms 

of how leaders perceive their role. Contributing to understanding 

the professional identity gap within frameworks of institutional 

demand and human agency shifts invites discourse around 

educational leadership in the global context. As has been pointed 
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out, there are no well-developed systems for cultivating 

leadership archetypes, suggesting a balanced policy framework 

alongside the practice within schools is urgently required. As 

multicultural changes to the UAE‘s centralized educational 

system evolve with new policies, frameworks, and methods of 

administration, the situation remains dynamic based on how 

those in leadership positions interpret and define their roles. This 

study seeks to shift the global conversation about an educational 

leader‘s professional identity by framing it as something that can 

be continuously reshaped through governance frameworks 

policies of inspection, institutional demands, and personal 

agency. It highlights an ever-pressing need for more precise 

approaches tailored specifically for school leaders, from 

discipline-based guidance structures to developing respect for 

self-defined goals constrained by rules placed upon them. 

 المستخلص

ْزِ انذساسح ذشكض ػهى دٔس انمٍادج انًذسسٍح فً انًذاسط انسكٕيٍح فً 

يررانٍح أتٕظثً، زٍث ذسركطف كٍف ٌؼٍذ انمادج ذطكٍم ٌْٕرٓى انًٍُٓح ػثش دٔساخ 

يٍ ػًهٍاخ انرفرٍص انًذسسً. فً ظم سٍاساخ انًساءنح انًسرًشج فً انرؼهٍى تذٔنح 

ً ٌرًثم فً انًٕاصَح تٍٍ انمٍى انرشتٌٕح  الإياساخ، ٌٕاخّ انمادج انًذسسٌٍٕ ذسذٌا

انطخصٍح ٔانرٕلؼاخ انًفشٔضح يٍ انُظاو، إضافح إنى إداسج انضغٕط انؼاطفٍح 

اػرًذخ انذساسح ػهى يُٓدٍح تسث َٕػً يٍ خلال ٔفهسفاخ انمٍادج انًخرهفح. 

ٔأظٓشخ انُرائح أٌ انٌٕٓح  .(K-12) يماتلاخ فشدٌح يغ لادج يذاسط يٍ انصفٕف

ً تًا ٌرًاضى يغ الأطش  انًٍُٓح لا ذفُرشض تطكم ذهمائً، تم ٌرى ذطكٍهٓا اسرشاذٍدٍا

طاسكٌٕ ذٕافماً أكثش انًؤسسٍح ٔانثمافاخ انذاخهٍح ًَٔارج انمٍادج انطخصٍح. كًا تٍٍّ انً

يغ الأطش انساكًح ٔيؼاٌٍش لائًح ػهى الأدنح انردشٌثٍح، إنى خاَة انرضايٓى تًسرٌٕاخ 

أػًك يٍ انمٍادج انمائًح ػهى انؼلالاخ ٔانٕاخة الأخلالً ٔانشػاٌح انطًٕنٍح نهطلاب. 

ٔيٍ انًلازع أٌ سٍاساخ انًساءنح ذؼًم فً انٕلد َفسّ كٕسٍهح نهرطٌٕش ٔكًؼضهح 

ُضف انداَة انؼاطفً. ػلأج ػهى رنك، ذٕضر انذساسح أٌ يؼاٌٍش انُداذ فً ذسر

أطش انرفرٍص لذ ذكٌٕ يثسطح نهغاٌح ٔذًٓم يكَٕاخ أساسٍح نكُٓا غٍش يشئٍح يٍ 

انًًاسساخ انمٍادٌح. إٌ سشػح الإصلازاخ ٔذؼذد انثمافاخ إنى خاَة انسٕكًح 

ً فشٌذاً فً الإياس ً ذؼهًٍٍا اخ، يًا ٌضٌذ يٍ ذؼمٍذ ذصٕس انمادج انًشكضٌح ٌخهك سٍالا
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لأدٔاسْى. ٔذسُٓى ْزِ انذساسح فً فٓى فدٕج انٌٕٓح انًٍُٓح ضًٍ أطش انطهة 

انًؤسسً ٔذسٕلاخ انٕكانح الإَساٍَح، كًا ذذػٕ إنى زٕاس أٔسغ زٕل انمٍادج انرؼهًٍٍح 

ًاط فً انسٍاق انؼانًً. ٔيٍ انًٓى الإضاسج إنى ػذو ٔخٕد أَظًح يرطٕسج نشػاٌح أَ

انمٍادج، يًا ٌثشص انساخح إنى إطاس سٍاساخ يرٕاصٌ ٌذػى انًًاسسح داخم انًذاسط. 

ٔيغ اسرًشاس انرغٍشاخ انًشذثطح تانرؼذدٌح انثمافٍح داخم انُظاو انرؼهًًٍ انًشكضي فً 

الإياساخ ٔظٕٓس سٍاساخ ٔأطش ٔأسانٍة إداسج خذٌذج، ذثمى الأٔضاع يرغٍشج ذثؼاً 

ذٔسْى. ٔذٓذف ْزِ انذساسح إنى إػادج صٍاغح انُماش انؼانًً نكٍفٍح ذفسٍش انمادج ن

زٕل ٌْٕح انمائذ انرؼهًًٍ انًًُٓ تاػرثاسْا ػًهٍح يسرًشج ٌؼاد ذطكٍهٓا ػثش 

انسٍاساخ ٔالأطش انًؤسسٍح ٔانطهثاخ انرُظًٍٍح ٔانمذسج ػهى انركٍف، يؤكذج انساخح 

تٌٍٍٕ يٍ خلال ٍْاكم انًهسح إنى يماستاخ دلٍمح ذسردٍة نخصٕصٍح انمادج انرش

 .إسضادٌح يُضثطح ٔذمذٌش الأْذاف انزاذٍح سغى انمٍٕد انًفشٔضح ػهٍٓى

Introduction 

Focus recently has shifted to the softer aspects of policy; 

therefore, the role of school leadership has changed. In the 

context of educational reform within the United Arab Emirates 

(UAE), inspection frameworks serve not only as summative 

evaluative tools but also as formative feedback mechanisms that 

impact perception and professional self-worth in the intricate 

web of a school‘s life. 

This comes from a genuine question that arose during my 

doctorate: How does the inspection system shape, challenge, or 

influence the professional identity of school leaders in the UAE? 

While speaking to principals and other stakeholders, I saw this 

mental tug-of-war between genuine influence and performative 

compliance. While all such aspects are human nature, their 

expressions vary politically and culturally uniquely, like in the 

UAE. 

The UAE inspection system fulfils national ambitions 

while serving an international goal. It simultaneously provides 

order, transparency, and direction in processes and systems; 

effective leadership is ordered value separately termed. This 

dynamic determines how leaders decide to craft their persona: 
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comply with resist, or reimagine the prescribed expectations 

surrounding them. 

This research does not aim to critique the inspection 

process itself, but to examine the human impact it has on school 

leaders — how it frames their sense of self, their decisions, and 

their development. Using a qualitative approach grounded in my 

doctoral methodology, this paper seeks to explore professional 

identity not as a static concept, but as a lived and negotiated 

experience within a system that constantly evaluates and labels. 

In a time when educational leadership is expected to be both 

transformational and accountable, this research invites readers — 

policy makers, school leaders, academics — to pause and reflect: 

Are we supporting leadership identities that empower innovation 

and ethical practice, or are we unknowingly narrowing the space 

for authentic leadership to grow? 

Background and Rationale 

The study draws on data collected from public 

(governmental) schools in Abu Dhabi, covering all educational 

levels from kindergarten to Grade 12. The objective here focuses 

on understanding how school leaders situated in these contexts 

perceive their professional identity regarding inspection and 

accountability domains. 

Effective leadership is paramount within any institution, 

and it has always been regarded as a principal factor influencing 

the functioning and evolution of institutions. Traditionally 

understood in simplistic terms, leadership is now an emotionally 

intelligent and transformative endeavour. This change is 

particularly marked in the UAE owing to its strategic national 

educational policies and international frameworks along with an 

unprecedented emphasis on outcomes-based accountability 

revolving around rigorous school evaluations. 
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These are especially true for UAE where there has been a 

relentless drive towards both community contribution together 

with change through design. It must be mentioned that this 

prescriptive model of ‗leadership‘ overlooked one particular 

dimension - professional identity - which remains largely 

neglected. In what ways do school leaders position themselves 

concerning roles within the intra-school ecosystem as well as 

within broader societal structures? What accounts for their 

agency in leading or choosing to function within systems? 

Where do their beliefs, values, and sense of purpose lie within a 

narrative that seeks to define all actions against externally set 

benchmarks? 

The UAE‘s school inspection framework has become a 

powerful mechanism for driving school improvement. While it 

offers clear expectations and feedback loops, it also subtly 

communicates what leadership should look like, act like, and 

prioritize. As such, it plays a formative role in how leaders shape 

their identity — whether they adapt to, internalize, resist, or 

reinterpret these expectations. 

This research is motivated by a desire to understand that deeper 

layer — not the checklist of leadership competencies, but the 

internal narrative of the leader. Drawing on my doctoral journey, 

I realized that inspection outcomes alone do not tell the whole 

story. They don‘t capture the moments of doubt, resilience, 

adaptation, or even resistance that leaders experience as they 

navigate between personal beliefs and institutional expectations. 

The rationale for this study is therefore twofold. First, to explore 

professional identity in leadership as a dynamic, constructed, and 

contextually influenced experience, particularly in systems 

governed by inspection and accountability. Second, to contribute 

to the local and international discourse by offering insights from 

the unique educational landscape of the UAE — a system that 
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merges global education reform models with local cultural and 

policy contexts. 

By grounding this research in the lived experiences of 

school leaders, the aim is to bring forward voices that are often 

absent in policy discussions: not just what leaders do, but how 

they feel, perceive, and construct their identity in response to the 

systems they are a part of. 

Research Aim and Questions 

The primary aim of this study is to critically explore how 

school leaders in the UAE construct and negotiate their 

professional identity within the context of the national school 

inspection framework. While school inspections serve as 

mechanisms for improvement and accountability, they also exert 

a strong influence on how leadership is defined, practiced, and 

perceived. This research seeks to understand how these external 

structures interact with the internal beliefs, values, and lived 

experiences of school leaders. 

Rather than treating leadership identity as a fixed trait or a 

list of competencies, this study views identity as a fluid, evolving 

construct, shaped by both individual meaning-making and 

systemic pressures. The research is particularly interested in how 

leaders respond to inspection expectations — whether through 

alignment, adaptation, or resistance — and what this tells us 

about their deeper sense of self as professionals in a complex 

educational system. 

To guide this inquiry, the following research questions have been 

developed in the main research question‘s part. 

Main Research Question: 

 How do school leaders in UAE government schools construct 

their professional identity in response to the national school 

inspection framework? 
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Sub-questions: 

1. What beliefs, values, and personal narratives shape the 

professional identity of school leaders? 

2. How do school leaders perceive and respond to the 

expectations imposed by the UAE school inspection system? 

3. In what ways does the inspection process influence 

leadership practices, priorities, and self-perceptions? 

4. How do school leaders reconcile potential tensions between 

personal leadership values and externally imposed standards? 

These questions are rooted in the idea that identity is not simply 

what we say about ourselves, but what we live through — 

especially when working in systems where outcomes are closely 

measured, reported, and compared. 

Significance of the Study 

In the UAE, as in many parts of the world, education is a 

sector that is changing at breakneck speed. Modern school 

leadership comes with greater and more complex 

responsibilities: achieving high outcomes, meeting inspection 

criteria, delivering meaningful value aligned to student well-

being, innovation, inclusion, and holistic values. Given this 

reality, it is indispensable to understand how school leaders are 

shaped professionally in order to formulate appropriate strategies 

within sociocultural frameworks of leadership and educational 

policy. 

This study is one of the most distinctive because first it 

addresses an overlooked dimension of educational leadership. 

While almost all policies centre around what leaders must 

perform as mandated by evaluators and other external 

stakeholders, this research centres on who leaders are and their 

emotive perception of the role in relation to systems that are in 

place. By engaging with school leaders‘ narratives, this research 



ISSN: 2537-0448                                            eISSN: 2537-0456 

Framing Professional Identity in School:…,Dr. Samah Al Thehli 
 

   656 

captures dissenting voices that remain unheard during 

evaluations or reports that are done externally. 

second, this research adds scholarly work about the Gulf region 

by intertwining emotions and ethics into the storytelling 

framework which often gets missed in conversations dominated 

by innovation and governance structures. 

Third, by situating the research in the framework of 

school inspection, this study provides insights that are 

contextually relevant and policy-informing. As change 

mechanisms, inspection systems impact leadership behaviours in 

complex and sometimes ineffective ways. Examining these 

effects through the framework of identity reveals the relationship 

between policy and practice and highlights where efforts for 

improvement are possible. 

For these reasons, this study is relevant as it has 

implications that can be acted upon by education policymakers, 

principals, coaching leaders, and even reformers. It champions a 

move away from compliance to more relating centred leadership 

which honours authenticity and context along with personal 

agency. 

Literature Review 

This chapter investigates the studies related to school 

leaders in the UAE and how they shape their professional 

identity concerning educational inspections. It combines some 

relevant theories and offers a critical review of literature about 

professional identity, leadership actions, accountability 

mechanisms, and the impact of various frameworks for 

inspection, particularly in relation to the UAE. 

Conceptualizing Professional Identity in Educational 

Leadership 

Professional educators and leaders have been studied 

deeply regarding their roles, values, and contributions to the 
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profession (Beauchamp & Thomas, 2009). Concerning school 

leadership, identity is not fixed; it undergoes constant erosion 

from a blend of social expectations and internal values as well as 

relational networks (Day et al., 2007). A leadership identity is 

formed through numerous professional interactions coupled with 

rigid policies and a prevailing school culture (Pletka & Tamir, 

2009). 

Under the frameworks of accountability Ball documented 

how success and professionalism are redefined (2003). In high-

stakes environments, institutional actors transform their 

identities, actions, and even focus along regulated performance 

metrics inspection benchmarks (Kelchtermans, 2005). This is 

especially the case in the UAE where leadership discourse is 

largely determined by inspection frameworks as dominators of 

effective leadership 

Educational Accountability and Inspection Frameworks 

The global phenomenon of educational accountability has 

become one of the most important focuses of policy change. 

Governments have increasingly relied on school inspection 

systems as mechanisms for monitoring school performance and 

ensuring quality education (Perryman, 2006; Ehren & Visscher, 

2008). In the UAE, the evaluation and supervision framework 

due to its international benchmarking is thorough. It assesses 

parenting with regard to improvement planning on teaching 

practices, learning outcomes, and active participant‘s role in 

instructional processes (KHDA, 2020). 

The model has created challenges for school 

administrators who now have to deal with both technical aspects 

as well as people issues (Wilkins 2015). In this dual scenario, 

empowerment is experienced throughout, and sufficiency is 

suddenly prominent at every angle. Although clarity in structure 

may be present which informs purpose and objective setting 
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activities, at times it is possible that leadership devolves into 

little more than an identity enforcement exercise stripped of 

substance (Ball 2003). 

Abu Dhabi principals are adaptive because they are 

flexible by design (Al Thehli 2023), meaning that they actively 

seek out opportunities to change their leadership style based on 

what they predict will garner positive appraisal during 

inspections leading them to alter their sense of professional self. 

The UAE Inspection Context and Its Impact on Leadership 

Global competitiveness and national development 

strategies have shaped the educational vision of the UAE (MOE, 

2019). In this regard, inspection agencies ADEK and KHDA 

were formed to provide oversight with measurable compliance 

within set policies (Mourshed et al., 2010). These frameworks 

not only focus on institutional quality but drive impact on 

leadership culture (Clarke & O'Donoghue, 2017). 

Through the distributed governance model, school leaders 

are expected to align their practices with inscribed framework 

standards prioritizing improvement metrics derivable from 

rigorous data analysis as well as broad-based stakeholder 

involvement (KHDA, 2020). Inspection frameworks are meant 

to evaluate learning processes as explored in Al Thehli‘s (2023) 

research on leader behaviour and infused desire to control 

outcomes. For many leaders, professional identity is shaped 

around appraisal benchmarks which become dominant signals 

against labelled competence indicators. 

Human Relations, Scientific Management, and Critical 

Theory Perspectives 

For this research, the professional identity of school 

leaders is approached from human relations theory, scientific 

management, and critical theory. 
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The application of scientific management principles, first 

articulated by Frederick Taylor in 1911, revolves around control 

and standardization. It reinforces pinpointed inspections as 

measurable outcomes within structured frameworks of leadership 

roles in the UAE context. School leaders are often burdened with 

having to manage operations to a set of pre-defined metrics 

(Wilkins, 2015). 

As highlighted by Maslow (1954) and Argyris (1964), 

human relations theories attribute greater importance to 

motivation, interactions among people within an organization, 

work culture satisfaction levels. Many UAE school leaders seek 

to preserve this human-centred leadership despite the pressures 

of compliance. They describe efforts to maintain staff morale, 

support teacher development, and sustain collegiality during 

inspection cycles (Bush & Glover, 2014). 

Critical theory provides a lens through which the power 

dynamics of inspection can be interrogated. It explores how 

systems of surveillance and control produce conformity and 

reduce professional autonomy (Apple, 2013). In the UAE, school 

leaders experience inspection as both a tool of validation and a 

mechanism of discipline. This dual role creates a tension in how 

leaders construct their identity—as both agents of change and 

subjects of regulation (Ball, 2003). 

Framing Leadership Identity Under External Pressure 

Studies have demonstrated that leaders in high-

accountability settings often adopt hybrid professional identities, 

blending compliance with innovation (Mockler, 2011). In the 

UAE, this hybridity is particularly visible. Leaders frame 

themselves as transformational while ensuring they do not 

deviate from the expectations of the inspection body (Day et al., 

2007). 
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 traditions and policies, as well as international 

benchmarks. It has been shown recently that Abu Dhabi‘s 

leadership displays a somewhat contradictory mixture of 

identity-related pride and anxiety (Al Thehli, 2023). Their 

perception-making involves attempts to position themselves 

regarded as moral visionaries, while simultaneously feeling 

caged in a monolithic, reductive framing. Indispensably, this 

tension produces relentless identity work systems where 

professional ethics are measured against organizational 

expectations. 

Conclusion 

In the context of school leadership, \the professional 

identity has received considerable scholarly attention in contexts 

such as the UAE where it is shaped by high stakes factors. High-

stakes environments usually focus on improvement; however, in 

these scenarios, 'Accountability' often overshadows its intended 

purpose and starts to redefine the meaning of leadership. It can 

be observed that through scientific management theory, human 

relations theory, and even critical theory, one can conclude that 

leadership identity is highly contingent upon policy, inspection 

and self-commitment, thus making it an intersectional negotiated 

space. This research further narrows this discussion with 

studying the scope-through lived experience framework- of all 

these interacting forces in case of a school leader in UAE. 

Methodology 

Introduction 
This chapter describes the methodology of the study, 

including how school leaders in Abu Dhabi were examined 

within the context of educational accountability and school 

inspections. This is a qualitative study conducted within a 

constructivist-interpretivist paradigm which assumes that 

identity and leadership are multidimensional and socially 
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constructed within a given context. The scope of research 

included government schools in Abu Dhabi bounded by all 

levels from kindergarten to Grade 12. 

As the focus was on lived experiences, sense-making 

concerning leadership roles, and negotiation of professional 

identities, qualitative inquiry was most appropriate for capturing 

the intricacies of perspectives held by leaders functioning within 

imposed frameworks of school inspections. This chapter details 

the research design, sampling strategy, data collection methods, 

ethical considerations, and the analytical procedures adopted. 

Research Design 

This study adopted a qualitative multiple case study 

design to provide an in-depth, contextualized exploration of how 

school leaders perceive and construct their professional identity 

within the UAE‘s school inspection environment. Case studies 

allow researchers to examine bounded systems in real-life 

contexts and are especially useful when investigating phenomena 

that are complex, multi-dimensional, and embedded in their 

settings. 

In this research, each participating school leader served as 

an individual case, enabling cross-case analysis while respecting 

the uniqueness of each leader‘s journey, perception, and 

professional stance. The study was not designed to generalize 

findings but to illuminate the inner workings of leadership 

identity within the specific cultural and policy context of Abu 

Dhabi government schools. 

Research Paradigm 

The constructivist-interpretivist paradigm informed the 

entire research process. This worldview holds that reality is 

socially constructed and that individuals make meaning based on 

their experiences, interactions, and internal frameworks. 

Professional identity — especially under the influence of 
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inspection, accountability, and performance metrics — is not 

static. It evolves as leaders negotiate external expectations with 

their internal values and leadership philosophies. 

By situating the study in this paradigm, the researcher 

positioned herself as a co-constructor of meaning, engaging with 

participants through interviews and dialogue to uncover how 

their identities are shaped and reshaped in the face of inspection. 

Sampling Strategy 

Purposive sampling was used to recruit school leaders 

(principals and vice principals) from government schools across 

various regions in Abu Dhabi. The sampling was strategic and 

intentional, aiming to include participants with rich experiences 

in leadership and direct exposure to inspection cycles under the 

UAE framework. 

The final sample consisted of 6 leaders representing 

different school levels (KG, primary, middle, and secondary), 

genders, and school contexts. This diversity added depth to the 

study and allowed for multiple perspectives on professional 

identity construction. 

Data Collection Methods 

Semi-structured interviews were the primary data 

collection method. These interviews allowed participants to 

reflect on their experiences, articulate their leadership 

philosophy, and describe how inspection processes influenced 

their self-concept and professional conduct. 

Interview questions focused on: 

 How school leaders describe their leadership roles. 

 The impact of inspection on their day-to-day practices. 

 How accountability measures align or conflict with their 

personal values. 

 Moments where professional identity was challenged, 

reshaped, or affirmed. 
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All interviews were conducted in person or via secure online 

platforms, audio-recorded with consent, and transcribed 

verbatim. 

Data Analysis 

Data were analysed using thematic analysis, as outlined by 

Braun and Clarke (2006). The six-step process involved: 

1. Familiarization with the data. 

2. Generating initial codes. 

3. Searching for themes. 

4. Reviewing themes. 

5. Defining and naming themes. 

6. Producing the final report. 

Themes were developed both inductively (emerging from the 

data) and deductively (based on the conceptual framework of 

leadership, identity, and inspection). 

Trustworthiness and Rigor 

To ensure the credibility and trustworthiness of the study, 

several strategies were employed: 

 Member checking: Participants were invited to review 

interview transcripts and preliminary interpretations. 

 Peer debriefing: Research discussions with colleagues 

helped challenge assumptions and ensure depth. 

 Triangulation: While interviews were the main source, 

reflective journals and school documents were also reviewed 

where available. 

 Thick description: Detailed context and quotations were 

used to enrich the narrative and help readers understand the 

complexity of identity construction. 

Ethical Considerations 

Ethical approval was secured from [insert institution or 

authority], and all participants provided informed consent. 

Confidentiality and anonymity were ensured through 
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pseudonyms, secure storage of data, and ethical handling of 

personal disclosures. 

Participants were informed of their right to withdraw at any time 

and that participation was entirely voluntary. 

Conclusion 

This chapter has outlined the qualitative methodological 

framework used to examine how school leaders in Abu Dhabi 

navigate, interpret, and construct their professional identities in 

response to school inspection pressures. The next chapter will 

present the findings, structured around key themes that emerged 

from the data. 

Findings 

This chapter presents the findings derived from the in-

depth interviews with school leaders across government schools 

in Abu Dhabi. It examines the case of school leaders shaping and 

negotiating their personal professional identity concerning the 

inspection system of the UAE. The case analysis attempts to 

synthesize persistent themes, conflicts, as well as controversies 

related to accountability in inspections within leadership insights 

and practices. 

Identity Under Pressure: Leadership in an Age of Inspection 

A central issue that came up in the interviews was how 

educators imagine the school leaders' narrative identity is, at 

times, constructed because of the winding paths taken towards 

inspections. Most of them spoke about their experiences in 

perpetuity, feeling like they were simply ―performing‖ and 

unshackling their authentic selves. They had to showcase a 

version of themselves that aligned with what the inspection 

protocols required. 

This notion was captured very well by one of Cycle 2‘s 

vice principals who commented: 
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―Often lessons are not taught in a certain manner because 

they have been decidedly thought out. More often than not, it is 

to avoid scrutiny.‖ 

The theme of performance – modifying facets of one‘s 

professional self to fit the role shape received – surfaced 

everywhere regardless of leadership or school level. It was 

common for most leaders to consider themselves as being caught 

between two worlds, straddling between educational values as 

―navigators‖ and an overwhelming bulk of compliance labelled 

as checklist inspections. 

Accountability as a Double-Edged Sword 

As we have found, respondents have an intricate 

connection with accountability. As much as people wanted to 

acknowledge its existence, they described how it shrunk their 

leadership identity to just the technical part of execution and 

adherence to standards. A number of leaders voiced, especially 

those who have spent decades in the field, a profound sense of 

loss – of artistic expression, self-direction, and innovative zeal. 

―I used to start new initiatives driven by my students‘ needs. 

Now I ask: will this pass the inspection approval?‖ 

— Principal, KG–Grade 5 School 

This demonstrated a move from pedagogical leadership 

towards strategic compliance — where ‗inspection‘ not only 

serves as a form of measurement but incessantly shapes 

professional identity through a die that is constantly imposed. 

4.3 Constructing Identity Through Language and Documentation 

This inquiry reveals how the inspection terminologies, their 

documents, and strategies shape the way in which leaders narrate 

their practice—and themselves. Terms such as ―SEF‖ (School 

Evaluation Form), ―action plans,‖ or ―judgment rubrics‖ were 

more than instruments; they shaped the frameworks through 

which leaders expressed their aims and hurdles. 
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One leader explained: ―Once you have completed SEFs 

for five years, which is how your structure your staff dialogues 

even during staff discussions.‖ 

In this manner identity is narrative – systemically 

documented and constructed not through professional ethos or 

imagination. 

Emotional Labor and Ethical Dissonance 

Less observable yet potent was the additional dimension 

that surfaced to emotional labour. There was narrative about 

stress, fatigue, and ethical dissonance. Some shared snapshots of 

their inner conflicts where they had to uphold or endorse 

something in sharp contrast with their deeply held beliefs. While 

several of them self-justified these situations, an equal number 

candidly mentioned imbuing internal dilemmas. It is a common 

occurrence, and it is throughout teaching that ―a teacher has to 

revise instruction for x lesson - not because it was bad, but 

because evaluators expected certain elements‖. ―That is 

unethical‖. 

— Vice Principal, Cycle 3 

This exemplifies the balance between being a morally 

sound educator versus enact as a symbolic rather than authentic 

leader. 

Redefining Leadership Through Inspection 

With all the challenges present, a few leaders were able to 

change how they empowered people within their sphere of 

influence. Several participants reported that as a result of 

auditing, they became more reflective thinkers, implemented 

data utilization in decision-making processes, and at times 

became more collaborative in approach. 

"I believe inspection improved my leadership skills. I 

changed for the better because I had to find rational justifications 

for my decisions. "This self-shaping dynamic identity reveals a 
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complex leadership approach which allows adaptability while 

providing some degree of submission to the system. 

Discussion 

The final chapter integrates the ideas presented earlier to 

examine how school leaders in government schools in Abu 

Dhabi shape their professional identity concerning the inspection 

framework. Based on the evidence discussed, this chapter 

responds to the research gaps and conceptual framework, 

highlighting relationships between scrutinized policies of 

accountability, leadership theory, as well as individual sense-

making systems and their impact on actual leadership practice. 

Reframing Professional Identity Through the Lens of 

Inspection 

According to the results, it appears that educational 

leaders in the UAE have started to embrace alignment of the 

inspection framework as part of their identity. Quite a few of 

them talked about being ―data-driven,‖ ―results-oriented,‖ and 

―inspection-ready.‖ This indicates that there is a change in 

perception towards their position. They no longer see themselves 

only as administrators or educators, but as guardians of 

institutional performance. 

Nevertheless, this shift is not something that happens 

automatically. Changes are not made simply for the sake of 

conforming to outside expectations; there is interpretation and 

negotiation taking place regarding these pressures. Their 

professional identity becomes a site inflected with antagonism 

and innovation – merging pedagogical creativity with 

bureaucratic submission. As several participants emphasized, 

they do ―not want to lose the human side of leadership.‖ This 

implies that professional identity is both shaped by and pushes 

back against inspection logic. 
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Accountability as a Constructive and Constraining Force 

Accountability was often brought up in interviews as 

either a motivator or a source of stress. For some, the inspection 

framework provided a very specific expectation that helped to 

structure improvement plans and sharpen focus on critical 

initiatives. Others felt their creative freedom was stifled; many 

leadership actions seemed to boil down to ―what will the 

inspection see.‖ 

This duality aligns with the theoretical framework. In this 

regard, the blending of scientific management and human 

relations theory serves as a good example. The inspection 

framework has a distinctly more managerial or measurement-

oriented take on leadership. School leaders, in contrast, 

interwove into their narratives concepts such as emotional 

labour, team dynamics, and relational trust as central to their 

leadership. These socially unacknowledged ideas are not 

recorded by inspectors; however, they are crucial for leaders in 

defining their identity. 

The Emotional Landscape of Leadership under Inspection 

What was equally striking and important was how the 

cycles of inspection caused emotional distress. Many school 

leaders reported experiencing anxiety, stress, and in some 

uncommon instances, even disenchantment. The periods leading 

up to inspections were often characterized by excessive working 

hours, strict supervision over staff activities, and harsh 

judgmental examination. 

Similarly, leaders took pride in seeking recognition 

whenever results were positive. These inspections served as 

public verdicts which schools used to bolster their identities as 

\"effective\" or ―distinguished‖ leaders. This illustrates the 

critical theory aspect of the framework by showing how systems 
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of power and appraisal shape an individual‘s identity especially 

in rigid hierarchical socio-institutional contexts. 

Redefining Leadership Success 

Defining success in the context of leadership is perhaps 

one of the more complex dialogues that came up in the 

discussions. While inspections could be considered an outcome 

measure, a good number of leaders did not subscribe to the idea 

that successful leadership could be condensed to ratings. They 

mentioned retention rates of teachers and their engagement with 

students along with the overall climate in the school as measures 

of impact. 

This relates to a broader self-project which attempts to 

depict work-life balance system provisions alongside personal 

values and belief systems. It is clear that these community-

centred leaders were trying to make sense of ethical and 

community obligations instead attempting to ignore ‗the system.‘ 

Navigating the UAE-Specific Context 

With regards to the rapid reform initiatives undertaken by 

the UAE, as well as its multicultural workforce and centralized 

inspection model, the country‘s education system is heavily 

burdened. While administrators strive to keep up with global 

standards, they also need to balance compliance with local 

expectations. This has given rise to an amalgamated identity 

which integrates a strategist agent-policy implementer and 

cultural translator. 

While demonstrating adaptability in overcoming these 

challenges, leaders voiced additional concerns regarding 

sustainability and burnout alongside unlocalized leadership 

development initiatives. Their evolving identities are shaped 

within a context laden with scrutiny control through evaluative 

frameworks that impose rigid structures. This raises important 
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questions around what adaptive leadership frameworks promote 

well-being in the UAE aimed at sustained growth. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



ISSN: 2537-0448                                            eISSN: 2537-0456 

لم0202سبتمبرللل(99عل ل–(ل9لة الاربية الرلة بية الارعية المل )ل المج
 

 668 

References 

Al Thehli, S. M. A. (2023). An Investigation into the Impact of 

School Leadership Practices and School Policies on Abu 

Dhabi (UAE) Governmental School Inspection Outcomes. 

Doctoral Dissertation. The British University in Dubai. 

https://bspace.buid.ac.ae/handle/1234/2277 

Argyris, C. (1964). Integrating the Individual and the 

Organization. Wiley. https://psycnet.apa.org/record/1964-

35029-000 

Ball, S. J. (2003). The teacher's soul and the terrors of 

performativity. Journal of Education Policy, 18(2), 215-

228. https://doi.org/10.1080/0268093022000043065 

Beauchamp, C., & Thomas, L. (2009). Understanding teacher 

identity: An overview of issues in the literature and 

implications for teacher education. Cambridge Journal of 

Education, 39(2), 175-189. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/03057640902902252 

Bush, T., & Glover, D. (2014). School leadership models: What 

do we know? School Leadership & Management, 34(5), 

553–571. https://doi.org/10.1080/13632434.2014.928680 

Clarke, S., & O'Donoghue, T. (2017). School Leadership in 

Diverse Contexts. Routledge. 

https://www.routledge.com/School-Leadership-in-Diverse-

Contexts/Clarke-

ODonoghue/p/book/9781138817326?srsltid=AfmBOopFY

mOjHsaECcRRnFBiaIqa06Gnj7A32dapYSAp3BTB9zAk

Y-U_ 

Day, C., Sammons, P., Hopkins, D., Harris, A., Leithwood, K., 

& Qing, G. (2007). The Impact of School Leadership on 

Pupil Outcomes. DfES. 

https://dera.ioe.ac.uk/id/eprint/11329/1/DCSF-RR108.pdf 

https://bspace.buid.ac.ae/handle/1234/2277
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/1964-35029-000
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/1964-35029-000
https://doi.org/10.1080/0268093022000043065
https://doi.org/10.1080/03057640902902252
https://doi.org/10.1080/13632434.2014.928680
https://www.routledge.com/School-Leadership-in-Diverse-Contexts/Clarke-ODonoghue/p/book/9781138817326?srsltid=AfmBOopFYmOjHsaECcRRnFBiaIqa06Gnj7A32dapYSAp3BTB9zAkY-U_
https://www.routledge.com/School-Leadership-in-Diverse-Contexts/Clarke-ODonoghue/p/book/9781138817326?srsltid=AfmBOopFYmOjHsaECcRRnFBiaIqa06Gnj7A32dapYSAp3BTB9zAkY-U_
https://www.routledge.com/School-Leadership-in-Diverse-Contexts/Clarke-ODonoghue/p/book/9781138817326?srsltid=AfmBOopFYmOjHsaECcRRnFBiaIqa06Gnj7A32dapYSAp3BTB9zAkY-U_
https://www.routledge.com/School-Leadership-in-Diverse-Contexts/Clarke-ODonoghue/p/book/9781138817326?srsltid=AfmBOopFYmOjHsaECcRRnFBiaIqa06Gnj7A32dapYSAp3BTB9zAkY-U_
https://www.routledge.com/School-Leadership-in-Diverse-Contexts/Clarke-ODonoghue/p/book/9781138817326?srsltid=AfmBOopFYmOjHsaECcRRnFBiaIqa06Gnj7A32dapYSAp3BTB9zAkY-U_
https://dera.ioe.ac.uk/id/eprint/11329/1/DCSF-RR108.pdf


ISSN: 2537-0448                                            eISSN: 2537-0456 

Framing Professional Identity in School:…,Dr. Samah Al Thehli 
 

   669 

Ehren, M. C. M., & Visscher, A. J. (2008). The relationships 

between school inspections, school characteristics and 

school improvement. British Journal of Educational 

Studies, 56(2), 205–227. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/20479590.pdf 

Kelchtermans, G. (2005). Teachers‘ emotions in educational 

reforms: Self-understanding, vulnerable commitment and 

micropolitical literacy. Teaching and Teacher Education, 

21(8), 995–1006. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2005.06.009 

KHDA. (2020). Dubai School Inspection Bureau Framework. 

Knowledge and Human Development Authority. 

https://web.khda.gov.ae/en/ 

Maslow, A. H. (1954). Motivation and Personality. Harper and 

Row. 

https://www.scirp.org/reference/referencespapers?reference

id=1983768 

Mockler, N. (2011). Beyond ‗what works‘: Understanding 

teacher identity as a practical and political tool. Teachers 

and Teaching, 17(5), 517–528. 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/254346780_Beyo

nd_'what_works'_Understanding_teacher_identity_as_a_pr

actical_and_political_tool 

MOE. (2019). UAE Education Strategy 2030. Ministry of 

Education. 

https://www.moe.gov.ae/En/MediaCenter/News/Pages/high

erstra17.aspx 

Mourshed, M., Chijioke, C., & Barber, M. (2010). How the 

World's Most Improved School Systems Keep Getting 

Better. McKinsey & Company. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13540602.2011.602059 

Oplatka, I., & Tamir, V. (2009). ‗I don‘t want to be a school 

principal‘: Women‘s career perspectives and experiences. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/20479590.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2005.06.009
https://web.khda.gov.ae/en/
https://www.scirp.org/reference/referencespapers?referenceid=1983768
https://www.scirp.org/reference/referencespapers?referenceid=1983768
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/254346780_Beyond_'what_works'_Understanding_teacher_identity_as_a_practical_and_political_tool
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/254346780_Beyond_'what_works'_Understanding_teacher_identity_as_a_practical_and_political_tool
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/254346780_Beyond_'what_works'_Understanding_teacher_identity_as_a_practical_and_political_tool
https://www.moe.gov.ae/En/MediaCenter/News/Pages/higherstra17.aspx
https://www.moe.gov.ae/En/MediaCenter/News/Pages/higherstra17.aspx
https://doi.org/10.1080/13540602.2011.602059


ISSN: 2537-0448                                            eISSN: 2537-0456 

لم0202سبتمبرللل(99عل ل–(ل9لة الاربية الرلة بية الارعية المل )ل المج
 

 676 

Educational Management Administration & Leadership, 

37(2), 216–238. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1741143208100299 

Perryman, J. (2006). Panoptic performativity and school 

inspection regimes: Disciplinary mechanisms and life 

under special measures. Journal of Education Policy, 

21(2), 147–161. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/02680930500500138 

Taylor, F. W. (1911). The Principles of Scientific Management. 

Harper & Brothers. https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2003-

00138-000 

Wilkins, C. (2015). Inspection and identity: The impact of 

Ofsted on teacher status and control. British Journal of 

Educational Studies, 63(2), 221–236. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/030549899103928 

 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1741143208100299
https://doi.org/10.1080/02680930500500138
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2003-00138-000
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2003-00138-000
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/030549899103928

