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Abstract
Through a sense-making lens, this qualitative study explores high school principals’ considerations
while they perceive and enact additional resources within a national reform implementation.
Principals’ allocation of resources, especially as part of a national reform, is a complex matter for
schools’ effectiveness in an era of accountability. This study investigates data from interviews with
22 Israeli high school principals implementing the national reform in secular and religious state
schools from all school districts. Data analysis has yielded three themes: (a) promoting students’
learning achievements towards matriculation exams; (b) deepening student-teacher relations; and
(c) developing a new pedagogy. Exploring the allocation of resources to suit principals’ particular
needs through a sense-making prism may contribute to the scholarship and to the practice of
school leadership while promoting change within a national reform implementation.
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Introduction

Coping with rapid extensive changes in the complicated educational system, school principals

must lead their students to better performance (Coburn et al., 2016; Organisation for Economic

Co-operation and Development, [OECD], 2016b; Tran et al., 2018). In this context, schools

worldwide move towards a combination of increased autonomy alongside rigorous accountability

during a national reform implementation (Cheng et al., 2016; Neeleman, 2019). This contradicting

trend aiming towards achieving high levels of pedagogical outcomes through school autonomy and

intensified accountability requires principals to question their common practices (Pietarinen et al.,

2017).
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Challenging existing pedagogical practices (e.g., introducing new teaching methods), school

principals make sense of receiving autonomy to decide how to exploit the allocated reform

resources on the one hand (Shirley, 2016), as well as meeting accountability pressures and stan-

dardization regulations of policymakers, district authorities, local council, and parents on the other

hand (Saltrick, 2010; Weick, 2009). Attaching a new meaning to their school practices while

understanding and enacting reform mandates, principals go through a sense-making process.

Through the process of sense-making, school leaders draw upon their own histories, experiences,

prior knowledge, beliefs, and the context in which they are working to construct a meaning out of

the new information they face and the autonomy to allocate resources they received (Coburn, 2016;

Spillane and Anderson, 2014).

Schools are provided with more autonomy in an effort to make resource allocation decision-

making more responsive to the needs of individual school populations. Nevertheless, research

makes very clear that policies to enhance school autonomy do not necessarily lead to autonomy

in practice (e.g., Agasisti et al., 2013). Viewed from a sense-making lens, school principals as

autonomous actors play a central role in allocating resources to implement pedagogical changes.

Put differently, implementing national reform initiatives necessarily entails the translation of new

ideas into school pedagogical practices, which produces complex sense-making processes regard-

ing the allocation of external resources. In this regard, school principals experience some problems

while implementing the national reform. For example, they rely on previously constructed cogni-

tive frames which are largely grounded in their past experiences with large-scale reforms and find

it difficult to integrate accountability focus with a new pedagogy approach. This challenge calls for

a much needed analysis of principals’ internal processes as they adapt reform demands to local

conditions (Brezicha et al., 2015; Koyama, 2014).

Aims and objectives

In order to understand why reform demands are implemented differently in local contexts, this

study explores the internal processes by which principals view and enact resource allocation

within a national reform that is based on a top-down authoritarian relationship between policy-

makers and schools. In this paper, resource allocation refers to a form of individual hours (e.g.,

teaching in small groups of students) during the implementation of a national reform. The

research question guiding the study is as follows: from a sense-making framework, what are

the considerations that guide high school principals of resource allocation in the form of indi-

vidual hours during the implementation of a national pedagogical reform? Such research may

contribute to both the theory and the practice of school leadership in times of pedagogical

reforms (Derrington and Campbell, 2015) and point to conceptual and practical implications

as well as future research avenues.

According to the Gini coefficient for measuring a nation’s distributive inequality, Israel is

among the countries with the broadest gap between rich and poor, alongside the USA, the UK,

and Mexico (OECD, 2016a). Mindful of the great diversity among school populations, recent

education policy in Israel has been directed towards achieving high levels of equality in education

outcomes across the board, aiming to narrow the achievement gap upward through growing

performance pressure. In practice, however, the Israeli student achievement distribution is char-

acterized by a low level of achievement combined with a growing achievement gap, as evidenced

in various international comparative examination studies (BenDavid-Hadar, 2016). This evolving
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educational context—with national Ministry policies focusing on narrowing students’ achievement

gap—provides a unique opportunity to explore our research question.

Theoretical framework

Reform implementation from a sense-making perspective

Implementing a pedagogical reform is a continuous endeavor (Li, 2017; McDonnell and Weath-

erford, 2016; Young and Lewis, 2015). A large body of literature has shown that a central

determinant of the effectiveness of school reform is the way in which it is implemented (Ramberg,

2014). Studies on reform implementation indicate that policies are rarely implemented as written

and intended (Porter et al., 2015; Rigby et al., 2016). Within the context of a reform, maintaining

existing practices, or carrying out a process of change, principals frame their environment through

interpretive mental models in order to “make sense” of local and external demands. In this sense,

policy enactment is the process by which principals creatively interpret, negotiate, mediate, and

re-contextualize policy mandates into a specific set of actions that suit their particular situations

(Fullan, 2016).

Three interrelated processes help in forming a holistic picture out of an ambiguous event,

that is, in sense-making: creation, interpretation, enactment (Weick, 2009). First, individuals

gather data from various sources (e.g., their own histories, experiences, prior knowledge,

beliefs, and the context in which they work) in order to explore the broader system and map

the unfamiliar situation. Sense-making is a useful tool for people faced with a bewildering

lack of information as it provides a cognitive map. This mapping technique clarifies the

ambiguous situation by illustrating, elucidating and inviting people to discuss the situation

and contribute ideas in order to reach a clearer understanding and render their actions more

effective (Ancona, 2012). Since sense-making is about creating a holistic picture rather than

about finding the “correct” view of a problem, there can never be a single “accurate” map.

The creation process involves bracketing, noticing, and extracting cues from the actual expe-

rience of the ambiguous event. To develop the initial sense created into a more organized

perception, individuals go through the second process, providing multiple interpretations of

the ambiguous event. In the enactment process, individuals translate their knowledge into

actions. This process consists of incorporating new information and eventually taking action,

based on the interpretation created previously. Research findings, however, differ on seeing

creation, interpretation, and enactment as separate events, suggesting that interpretation and

enactment are interrelated despite their frequent portrayal as occurring linearly, one after the

other (Kaplan and Owings, 2017).

Implementing a pedagogical reform through a sense-making approach is a non-linear, circular,

continuous process in which school principals navigate uncertainty, ambiguity and confusion

while meeting policy demands (Maitlis and Christianson, 2014). Understanding and processing

new information, principals rely on prior knowledge, experience, and beliefs embedded within

their social context. While creating a cognitive map of the unfamiliar situation, principals construct

and enact a meaning of external reform demands. Accordingly, the continuous motion of princi-

pals’ sense-making in reform implementation is depicted as an interrelated and interconnected

process, as illustrated in Figure 1 in the Appendix.

Although seemingly straightforward, pedagogical policies vary across local contexts, as school

leaders’ perceptions and actions shape both implementation and outcomes of reforms. Therefore,
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principals’ sense-making is significant for determining how and to what extent they implement

individual hours (explained below) in a specific school (Pietarinen et al., 2017).

Principals’ sense-making of resource allocation during reform implementation

Reforms accompanied by resources may enable schools to use their discretion in the implemen-

tation of the reform. Yet, school leaders are under pressure due to the expectations of the estab-

lishment (e.g., Ministry, district officials) that they should use the resources allotted to them

efficiently to maximize student performance. In some reforms the school management is allowed

to choose the model of resource implementation out of several alternatives offered to them

(Mangan et al., 2014). However, when the resources are allotted for performance within a short

time span, this restricts principals and makes it more difficult for them to use their degrees of

freedom to decide on the appropriate alternative.

Creating a new school pedagogy involves competing policy tensions associated with princi-

pals’ resource allocation autonomy (Plecki et al., 2009). Schools that receive the necessary

autonomy and power to decide how to exploit the allocated resources will be more successful

in terms of translating these resources into school-level improvements (De Haan, 2017; DeAn-

gelis and Barnard, 2020). In contrast, schools that are exposed to political pressures regarding

resource allocation feel that their professional autonomy is harmed, and they avoid investing in

longer term initiatives (Allen et al., 2012). Within this context of a reform characterized by

uncertainty and conflicting demands, principals make sense of resource allocation to suit their

particular situations.

Principals’ sense-making of resource allocation within reform implementation is their process

of giving a meaning to new information, working habits and arrangements as they face ambi-

guity, confusion, and misunderstandings. This dynamic process of constructing meaning out of

present stimuli is mediated by prior knowledge, experiences, beliefs, and values, which are all

embedded in the social context within which people work. Interacting knowledge, beliefs,

experience, and context, principals interpret and translate external resources within the auton-

omy of running their school; thus principals construct meaning regarding the possible ways of

resource allocation, which in turn orients their actions (O’Laughlin and Lindle, 2015; Sumbera

et al., 2014).

Using sense-making perspective in educational leadership context suggests that principals

make, enact and implement their meaning of reform demands in the form of external resources

on the base of overlapping social contexts inside and outside of school (e.g., policymakers, district

authorities, local council, teachers, parents, and students). In this sense, applying sense-making to a

centralized education system is problematic since school principals have lower measures of free-

dom to decide on how to shape teaching and learning and a greater need to make sense and align to

the broad central interpretations of the policies under such a contextual condition. Therefore, based

on the theoretical framework, the goal of this study is to explore how and why principals perceive

and enact resource allocation (i.e., in the form of individual hours) through a sense-making lens

during the implementation of a national pedagogical reform.

Research context

The Israel Ministry of Education controls the writing and distribution of curricular materials,

standards, testing, and teachers’ hiring and firing. While all schools follow a basic national
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curriculum, they do have freedom to specialize (e.g., in arts, environmental studies, or other

subjects) in accordance with Ministry guidelines (Nir et al., 2016). In this regard, flexible urban

registration has been coupled with attempts to decentralize the school system, such as school-based

management and school autonomy. Despite the Ministry’s declared school autonomy policy,

principals and faculty members still hesitate to act autonomously because these regulations are

not perceived as relinquishing control. That said, school autonomy and incentives can help school

principals cope with resources, based on their beliefs and experience regarding their ability to

allocate resources efficiently (DeAngelis and Barnard, 2020).

This study focuses on the Courage to Change national reform which was initiated in the

2011–2012 school year and implemented in high schools (A General Collective Agreement

No. 7040/11). Although the reform was signed in 2012, its gradual implementation lasted for

5 years. Even today, there is a lack of work-environment resources to support reform imple-

mentation (State Comptroller and Ombudsman of Israel, 2018). Courage to Change encom-

passes many aspects of school life, including pedagogical and managerial aspects as well as

teachers’ employment conditions. Specifically, the reform calls for a reorganization of teach-

ers’ educational-pedagogical work, to provide for classroom teaching and individual hours.

The individual hours, added as part of the Courage to Change reform and intended mainly for

working with groups of up to five students, allow learning to be individually adapted to the

needs of small groups. The individual hours serve to broaden and deepen learning, adapt

learning to the needs of diverse students, as well as deepen meaningful teacher–student

discourse (State Comptroller and Ombudsman of Israel, 2015). This additional allocation of

resources is seen by the teachers as helping to improve students’ achievements and advancing

their social and emotional state (Glickman et al., 2011). The Courage to Change, based on a

top-down authoritarian relationship between policymakers and schools, included detailed

instructions regarding how to perform individual hours. However, school principals were

allowed to demonstrate autonomy regarding the specific content of these hours based on the

allocated resources provided by the Ministry.

The public education system in Israel receives most of the state budget, transmitted in the form

of teaching hours. Most of the budget is based on government sources (Tamir and Arar, 2019). The

unique nature of this reform involved an alteration in the weekly work structure of the teacher so

that the teachers would work until 16:00 instead of until 13:00. The additional time would be

devoted to the personal work of the teachers and also to meetings and discussions. As part of the

reform discussed in this study, six weekly hours were added to the posts of each full-time teacher

for work with small groups of students (A General Collective Agreement No. 7040/11). This was

an unprecedented allocation in Israel’s education system. It constituted an addition of approxi-

mately 25% in the work hours of a high school teacher, and on average an addition of approxi-

mately 500 teaching hours per school.

Accordingly, principals and teachers reported feeling overstressed, constantly juggling irre-

concilable priorities and personal values and motives under high workloads (Berkovich, 2017).

The workload under the Courage to Change reform has worsened with implementation of the

policy, for example, with the extension of the school day, mainly by adding teaching hours for

small-group tutoring. Veteran teachers opposed to the reform claimed that their work conditions

have been worsened by increasing their work-load, which, in effect, reduced their hourly wage.

They also claimed the government’s desire to extend the teachers’ workday was part of a long-

term plan to lay off teachers and cutback the total number of teaching personnel. In addition,

teachers argued that the reform did not address the major problems of the Israeli educational
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system, such as overcrowded classrooms and the previous years’ cumulative cuts in total teach-

ing hours (Berkovich, 2011).

Research design

In light of the theoretical framework described above, this study has explored high school princi-

pals’ perceptions and enactments of resource allocation in the form of individual hours during the

implementation of a national pedagogical reform. To this end, this qualitative phenomenological

study aims to describe a “lived experience” of a phenomenon, focusing on the interactions among

the meanings that principals attach to their considerations regarding resource allocation involved in

the implementation of the reform (Larsson and Holmstrm, 2007).

Participants

Participants in this study were high-school principals who implemented the Courage to Change

reform and represented the characteristics of the entire population of Israeli school principals.

Seeking to maximize the depth and richness of the data, we used maximal differentiation

sampling (Creswell, 2014), also known as heterogeneous sampling. It is a purposive sampling

technique used to capture a wide range of perspectives, gaining greater insights into a phenom-

enon by looking at it from various angles. The maximal differentiation sampling was imple-

mented in this study regarding principals’ gender, years of teaching experience, years of

experience as principal in general, years of experience as a principal in the current school,

education, sector of school, and geographical districts. We did not begin the study with a rigid

number of participants. In fact, we defined the study sample on an ongoing basis as the study

progressed (Taylor et al., 2016). In practice, we approached 46 school principals until we

obtained 22 principals who could represent a diverse sampling. In this regard, having access

to the information on the context within which these 22 principals worked, we focused on fewer

cases, which provided greater depth and detail in terms of their sense-making process of resource

allocation. Thus, the 22 participants (15 women, 7 men) were from all of Israel’s school districts.

On average, participants had 18 years of teaching experience (range ¼ 6–34), and 12 years of

experience as school principals (range ¼ 1–25). Twenty-one participants had a master’s degree,

and one had a PhD.

Data collection

We collected data during the 2012–2013 school year through semi-structured interviews designed

to explore principals’ personal perspectives (Rossman and Rallis, 2012). Interviews with principals

generally lasted 1 hour each. We conducted them in places chosen by interviewees: cafés, their

schools, and other locations. All interviews were audio-taped and transcribed verbatim. A special-

ist in both languages translated transcriptions from Hebrew to English. We fully informed all

participants of the purpose of the study and promised them complete confidentiality as well as full

retreat options. We assigned pseudonyms to all interviewees.

During the interviews, we presented identical questions to the principals, to clarify how they

perceive and enact individual hours. We asked specific questions in order to achieve deeper insight

into principals’ perceptions and actions regarding resource allocation during a national reform

implementation. The interviews focused on four major questions: (a) in your daily work, how do
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you and your staff cope with individual hours implementation?; (b); if there is a gap between a

reform’s detailed instructions regarding how to perform individual hours and school internal goals,

where do you and your educational staff see a discrepancy?; (c) in your opinion, how can a school

principal assist the educational staff in coping with reform’s intents and its implementation? Please

explain and provide examples; (d) what processes (formal and informal) did you and your educa-

tional staff carry out in adjusting individual hours to your school environment?

Data analysis

Data collection and analysis took place simultaneously in an ongoing process throughout the

enquiry, analysis being a three-stage process: condensing, coding, and categorizing. Having

collected the data, we found that not all the material at hand could serve the purpose of the

study, and that the data required sorting (Miles et al., 2014). Thus, in the first stage of the analysis

(condensing), we looked for the portions of data that related to the research question. In the

second stage (coding), we coded each segment of relevant data (utterance) according to the

aspect of the principal’s perception it expressed (Gibbs, 2007). In contrast to the previous stage,

this stage was data-driven rather than theory-driven: we did not use a priori codes but rather

inductive ones, developed by direct examination of the perspectives articulated by participants

(Rossman and Rallis, 2012). After capturing the essence of the utterances in the second stage, we

clustered similar utterances to generalize their meanings and derive categories in the third stage

(categorizing). At this point, we reworked categories to reconcile disconfirming data with the

emerging analysis (Richards and Morse, 2013). Thus, we explored the dimensions of categories,

allowing the identification of relationships between categories and the testing of categories

against the full range of the data. We performed the analysis in two phases: first, we analyzed

principals’ voices separately, and next, we analyzed them to generate common themes and

elucidate the differences between the voices (Cohen et al., 2011). Generating themes was an

inductive process, grounded in the various perspectives articulated by participants (Rossman and

Rallis, 2012).

Several measures taken at different stages of the study ensured trustworthiness. First, the

diversity of study participants was maintained, in terms of gender, seniority in post, sector of

school, and geographical school districts. Second, the researchers conducted the analytic process

described above, each analyzing the data independently. At the next stage, researchers met to

reflect on the emerging themes and discuss them, as well as to search for data that would either

confirm or refute these themes. Third, to evaluate the soundness of the data, we conducted a

member check (Schwartz-Shea, 2006) with all participants. We sent the principals transcripts of

their interviews, requesting them to evaluate their responses and make necessary additions or

refine them if needed. This strategy allowed for an examination of the descriptive data versus the

participants’ reactions, for endorsing and solidifying the principals’ responses. Five of the inter-

viewees changed their answers, clarifying their remarks and adding information omitted

previously.

Findings

The data analysis yielded three considerations: (a) promoting students’ learning achievements

towards matriculation exams; (b) deepening student-teacher relations; and (c) developing a new
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pedagogy. Although school principals’ considerations are distinct, they are closely interrelated in

the context of implementing a national reform.

Promoting students’ learning achievements towards matriculation exams

Analysis of the findings suggests that seven principals made sense of the allocation of individual

hours while promoting students’ learning achievements towards matriculation exams. According

to the guidelines of the Israel Ministry of Education (2015; A General Collective Agreement No.

7040/11), the individual hours, added as part of the Courage to Change reform, were intended

mainly for learning reinforcement, expanding and adapting learning to various students’ needs as

well as deepening the meaningful discourse between teachers and students. Although the Israel

Ministry of Education suggested these guidelines for the specific use of extra individual hours,

schools were provided with autonomy to determine the “what” regarding the purpose and the

content of this resource. Tom, a school principal with 20 years of experience, made sense of

resource allocation based on his experience with previous reforms:

The Ministry leads us to BELIEVE that we are the captains on this individual hours’ voyage. Unfor-

tunately, this “freedom of action” is a familiar cliché. My vast experience with reforms has taught me

that policymakers have a TOP-DOWN tendency to say do this and do that. The declared goal regarding

individual hours’ implementation is “you have full autonomy to do your best- develop new teaching

methods.” However, the hidden agenda is to maximize the number of students entitled to a matricula-

tion certificate. I am just the messenger, or, in this situation, the technician.

Enacting individual hours through the considerable gap between the declarative level (e.g., the

Ministry’s declared vision statement), and the operational level (e.g., the reality in schools), Tom

remained in the comfort zone in regard to sense-making of resource allocation. Perceiving indi-

vidual hours as merely another dimension of accountability pressure to maximize his students’

achievements, Tom could not enjoy the autonomy opportunity given to him. In a similar fashion,

Allen, a principal with 5 years of experience, explained the manner in which he and the educational

staff allocated individual hours while “standing between a rock and a hard place”:

My teachers and I are “standing between a rock and a hard place.” The Ministry’s “here-and-now”

approach to implement individual hours was overwhelming as we were not given neither enough time

nor professional development to develop new practices. If the Ministry still examines my school by the

amount of students eligible for the Matriculation certificate I will devote individual hours to enhance

our 11th–12th graders’ outcomes in subjects with external examinations. My teachers and I feel

comfortable in this SAFETY ZONE!

From Allen’s point of view, individual hours’ implementation is a complex task that lacks time

and professional guidance since schools were expected to create innovative teaching methods on

short notice (State Comptroller and Ombudsman of Israel, 2015). In this sense, the lack of gradual

implementation as well as the Ministry’s agenda, which emphasizes school’s success in terms of

proportions of students eligible for a high school completion certificate, placed him and the

teachers in a very difficult position. Assessing schools according to the main output that is fre-

quently measured in Israeli high schools impeded Allen and the teachers from stepping outside of

their comfort zone.
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School principals were provided with neither time nor effective models for individual hours’

implementation. Acknowledging that uncertainty generates greater difficulties in leading a peda-

gogical change (Wallace and Hoyle, 2012), Amy, a principal with 18 years of experience, made a

meaningful connection between prior knowledge and the new idea of individual hours through her

sense-making process. Amy developed a flexible model in order to cater the needs of her unique

school context within which she operated:

I had to use my prior knowledge because The Ministry of Education had not provided us with a

practical model for individual hours. This intense uncertainty could easily shape teachers’ negative

response to individual hours’ implementation. Mine is a school for youth at risk and my first and

foremost goal is preventing dropout, so here I do the best I can to maximize all my resources to increase

students’ achievements. I am brave enough to allow my teachers to be flexible regarding the number of

students attending individual hours. Deciding to teach individual hours to more than five students at a

time means protecting my students. How can policymakers decide that I may not teach an individual

hour with five students at the most? This is absurd, because half of my students failed at least two

subjects on their matriculation exams.

Adapting the extra reform hours to fit into her school context while deviating from technical-

structural reform’s elements, Amy maintained a considerable decision-making autonomy regard-

ing the maximum size of learners’ groups. Staying within her comfort zone, Amy enhanced her

students’ success.

Deepening student-teacher relations

According to reform dictates (A General Collective Agreement No. 7040/11), individual hours

were intended to deepen the meaningful discourse between teachers and students. Five school

principals made sense of resource allocation to leverage teacher-student relationships while focus-

ing on the social aspect. Leveraging individual hours for the sake of students’ achievements and

their interpersonal skills, Sarah, a principal with 24 years in office, did not rely on her professional

experience but rather made sense of individual-hours implementation while depending on the

superintendent’s specific guidelines:

Not knowing what to do with the extra reform hours, I contacted the superintendent. She made it crystal

clear that these hours were designed to increase students’ achievements and to leverage teacher-student

relationship. Realizing that Math and English teachers overwork, regardless of reform dictates and

cannot squeeze individual hours into their overloaded schedule, I allowed them to do marathons toward

the end of the semester. Teachers from other subjects, for example sports and art, provide students with

strategies to promote their social skills.

Instead of using her previous experience in order to frame a new meaning out of the confusing

situation, and thus maintain her autonomy as a principal regarding the purpose and the content of

the individual hours, Sarah was reactive while relying on external guidance. Balancing between

improving students’ outcomes and deepening student-teacher relations, Sarah perceived her

degrees of freedom as staying within her comfort zone. As opposed to Sara, Ethan, a principal

with 21 years of experience, enacted the extra reform hours based on his previous work experience,

while building student-teacher relationship:
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I began my educational career as a Hevruta coordinator. I led social-educational activities in school and

facilitated a different type of learning – attentive and personal. Promoting collaboration through

personal acquaintances and mutually respectful communication is a great tool for empowering both

teachers and students. This previous experience has taught me that for learning, RELATIONSHIPS are

everything! This year, I encourage biology and civics teachers, our project-based-learning teachers, to

perform individual hours collaboratively. During teacher-student meetings, they talk with students

about collaboration problems that pop-up in their PBL (e.g., project-based -learning) lessons. I believe

that student-teacher collaborations can make students feel more committed to school.

Ethan allocated resources in a way that reflected his former experience as a Hevruta (e.g., a

form of cooperative learning) coordinator. Utilizing individual hours to build strong teacher-

student relationship in order to improve students’ learning, Ethan’s sense-making demonstrated

policymakers’ expectations for school accountability.

Integrating their context with extra instructional time, three principals facilitated effective

student-teacher discourse while leveraging positive school climate. Jaxon, a principal with 13

years of experience, explained:

Adjusting the individual hours to my specific context means improving the school climate. Last year,

policymakers measured my school’s effectiveness and it resulted in a huge crisis. Many students

reported experiencing both problems with their teachers and little academic success. The Courage to

Change reform enabled me to establish caring and supportive relationships between teachers and

students during individual hours. A positive school climate has a positive effect on students’ emotional

needs and their achievements.

Jaxon’s sense-making process was influenced by his school context. Addressing the crisis while

being accountable for his students’ academic performance, Jaxon focused on creating supportive

teacher-student relationship, thus shaping a positive school climate. Based on his worldview, he

claims, feeling emotionally safe is critical to students’ success.

Stella, a principal who has 10 years of experience, also focused on nurturing emotional teacher-

student relationships to enhance her students’ achievements. Providing external expertise to guide

her teachers regarding the enactment of individual hours, Stella relied neither on her knowledge

nor on her experience:

Seeing myself as a supporter of students’ emotional development, my teachers and I perform individual

hours with the students for one-on-one conversations. Encouraging students’ engagement in academic

activities means focusing on the emotional aspect. I could not do it on my own, so I hired personal

tutors from a private body to teach us how this should be done, since we could not rely on the Ministry

of Education for guidance on this matter.

In short, making sense of resource allocation while promoting students’ learning achievements

towards matriculation exams and deepening student-teacher relations, principals adhered to pol-

icymakers’ accountability expectations regarding the implementation of weekly instruction time.

Developing a new pedagogy

School principals made sense of individual hours’ implementation while developing a new peda-

gogy. Not merely passively following the Ministry’s regulations and policy directives (Oplatka,
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2017), six principals played a central role as autonomous actors while integrating accountability

focus with a new pedagogical approach. Translating individual hours into a center for emotional

and pedagogical support, principals shaped a new way of interaction between teachers and

learners. Sharon, a principal of an Ulpana (a religious, girls’-only high school) with 19 years

of experience, presented the image of a successful booth at the fair to describe a new form of

teacher-student interaction. Adjusting the reform to her religious school context, Sharon

expanded:

We are committed to tradition. Matriculation exams and students’ outcomes are still our main goal, but

Courage to Change has created a new routine for us to deal with. My teachers and I had a great

opportunity to strengthen interpersonal relationships and improve our communication with the stu-

dents. Addressing our religious needs, we established a center for emotional and pedagogical support

that operates throughout the week. Our girls come from diverse backgrounds and they need help after

school hours with their additional exams in Jewish studies. This cutting-edge center is like a successful

booth at a fair.

Sharon’s metaphor revealed effective exploitation of individual hours while emphasizing col-

laboration towards the common goal of better education for all. Investigation of attractive strate-

gies that produce effective exploitation of resources were found to include more in-staff

cooperation, a positive school climate, and a good relationship between teachers and management.

Like Sharon, Aaron, a principal with 13 years of experience, embraced uncertainty while encoura-

ging his staff to question a new path—developing a pedagogical initiative. Having been a com-

mander in the army, he connected leading innovation to making bold decisions:

Leading my soldiers to the front required making bold decisions. Both school leaders and commanders

need to take courage and innovate in order to defy traditional practices. My message was: “we can

embrace uncertainty and come up with better achievements for our students or fight it and do our same

old thing. I strongly believe in our expertise. You are familiar with the skills your students need and you

inspire them to be creative.” My teachers and I decided to build an innovative pedagogical center that

empowers students to develop their own pedagogical voice. Our new center includes various areas of

interests, for example, athletics, music, drawing, critical thinking games, and leadership workshops.

Drawing upon his military experience, Aaron made sense of this condition of uncertainty as the

“school expertise” while leading his teachers towards innovative questioning of their beliefs.

Individual hours’ implementation calls for the alteration of teachers’ traditional teaching tech-

niques (Hargreaves, 2006).

Broadening their school curriculum, principals used individual hours to introduce innovative

pedagogical contents. Vivian, a principal with 25 years of experience, centered on establishing a

discipline that was not studied in school:

As I see it, individual hours are all about letting go of old content and old ways of doing things. Don’t

get me wrong, Matriculation exams are very important! I received a request from my students to open a

new Major in music. Unfortunately, I did not have any budget to bring Music teachers. Enlisting a

teacher for physics and mathematics, I discovered that he was a musician during the acceptance

interview and had worked in this in the past. Shifting my perspective to reach a solution, I asked him

whether he could teach music during his individual hours. He said “YES” and enacted my pedagogical

vision.
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Vivian’s viewpoint, embracing a pedagogical change in the school curriculum through a new

discipline, meant exercising her pedagogical autonomy. Operating within his special school con-

text, Cameron, a principal with 4 years of experience, made sense of reform hours while attending

his gifted students’ special needs: “Most of my colleagues use individual hours to improve their

students’ academic achievements for the matriculation exams. I, for one, perceive individual

hours’ implementation differently. My strategy is not to reduce gaps but rather nurturing our gifted

students’ skills.” Accordingly, individual hours were allocated to foster excellence and develop

capabilities that were not directly reflected in students’ Matriculation grades. Nathan, a principal

with 18 years of experience, talked about an innovative model for his low performing students. In a

school with a history of low-performance, flexibility was a must:

My school is situated in a low-income neighborhood. Past challenges have taught me that being

flexible can facilitate our students’ learning. I was goal-oriented regarding the appropriate manner

to maximize individual hours’ implementation. Coming up with a flexible pedagogical model for our

low performing students, my teachers and I decided that we would be as innovative as we can while

allowing these students to choose one new content they would like to learn, for example gardening,

Zoomba [dancing], cooking, and painting. At the end of every school day, they received two individual

hours and were full of anticipation.

Making sense of resource allocation based on prior experience with a challenging students’

background, Nathan and his educational staff translated new reform demands into a flexible

pedagogical model. To summarize, exercising their pedagogical wisdom, principals’ sense-

making process of individual hours’ implementation focused on a new pedagogy through the

development of innovative learning centers, new content, and flexible models.

Discussion

The sense-making theory underpinning this study explains principals’ perceptions and enact-

ments of allocation of individual hours within a national reform implementation. Our qualitative

analysis of principals’ interviews indicates that participating principals perceived and enacted

individual hours relating to three interconnected considerations. The first consideration was

promoting students’ learning achievements towards matriculation exams: principals made sense

of individual hours for learning reinforcement towards Matriculation exams. The second con-

sideration was deepening student-teacher relations: principals made sense of extra reform hours

to build strong teacher-student relationship while focusing on social and emotional aspects. The

third consideration was developing a new pedagogy: principals made sense of individual hours

while integrating accountability focus with a new pedagogical approach. Our findings showed

that out of the 22 interviewed principals, the responses of only 18 were accounted for the

derivation of the themes. Accordingly, several principals’ perceptions and enactments over-

lapped and could be sorted into more than one consideration. In this regard, the first consider-

ation, promoting students’ learning achievements towards matriculation exams, has shared

underlying meanings with the second consideration, in the context of utilizing individual hours

to build strong teacher-student relationship in order to improve students’ learning. In a similar

fashion, specific examples from the second consideration, such as how school principals devel-

oped collaborative and student-centered instruction and shaped a positive school climate, have

shared underlying meanings with the third consideration in the context of attractive strategies
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that produce effective exploitation of resources. Although all three considerations are interre-

lated in the context of implementing a national reform, it is important to understand the unique

focus of each one of them separately.

Focusing their attention on standardized Matriculation exams and students’ achievements,

principals preserved traditional practices while staying within their comfort zone. Schools

often refashion new resources to support existing ways of working or simply reject them

(Peurach et al., 2019). Employing passive means of engagement while rhetorically paying lip

service to policy demands as passive sense-makers, school principals enacted individual hours

while aiming at improving their students’ achievements towards Matriculation exams. Princi-

pals made sense of reform guidelines based on personal factors, such as experience with

previous large-scale reforms (e.g., lack of time, gradual implementation, and professional

resource), prior knowledge, beliefs, and the context within which they operated (Coburn

et al., 2016). Encountering difficulties in implementing individual hours, principals’ sense-

making was anchored in prior reform initiatives. The current reform included detailed instruc-

tions regarding how to perform individual hours, however school principals were allowed to

demonstrate autonomy regarding the specific content of these hours (A General Collective

Agreement No. 7040/11). Instead of making sense of the national reform through their

professional identity as change agents, these principals expressed a feeling that they had not

been granted autonomy to decide how to implement the reform and thus relied on their

previously constructed cognitive frames, which were largely grounded in past experiences

with large-scale reforms. Accordingly, how and why school principals perceive and enact

resource allocation depends to a great extent on the experiences, prior knowledge, beliefs, and

the context within which they work. Hence, sense-making is concerned with more than simply

interpreting an idea or concept, or, in our case, individual hours’ guidelines. This process is

concerned with how principals author their perception of a particular policy or mandate as

well as enact it in practice (Coburn, 2016).

Principals’ sense-making of resource allocation was anchored in the problematic nature of the

reform (e.g., encouraging the attainment of 21st century innovative teaching methods while at the

same time stressing high-stakes testing). Making sense of extra reform hours around schools’

success in terms of proportions of students eligible for a high school completion certificate,

principals were not engaged with reform messages on their pedagogical level (Berkovich,

2011). Deviated from the technical details, individual hours’ guidelines, principals performed

extra hours with more than five students. Yet, principals preserved traditional pedagogical prac-

tices while staying loyal to national standards (Beck et al., 2002).

Adhering to reform dictates, principals made sense of individual hours while deepening

teacher-students relations. Though focusing on collaborative and student-centered instruction

(e.g., performing collaborative lessons through Project-Based Learning) as well as on shaping a

positive school climate, principals’ consideration to build supportive teacher-student relation-

ships was based on social and emotional aspects in order to enhance students’ achievement

growth (Machin et al., 2010). Bringing teachers towards the reform, principals in this study

reduced teachers’ uncertainty while providing expertise and knowledge (e.g., hiring personal

tutors from a private body).

As active sense-makers and autonomous local policymakers, school principals made sense of

individual hours while initiating a pedagogical change. Encouraging their teachers to question

traditional teaching practices, principals decided to collaborate and embrace a pedagogical change

within their schools. For example, translating individual hours into a center for emotional and

Shilon et al.: Principals’ senseaking of resource allocation 13



pedagogical support, a center for students with learning disabilities, and the development of a new

pedagogical discipline, principals leveraged extra reform hours as an opportunity for school

change processes. Establishing a positive school culture based on principals’ faith in teachers’

abilities, was considered as a desirable condition for successful exploitation of resources (Bere-

bitsky and Salloum, 2017).

Limitations and future research

This study provides new data regarding school principals’ perceptions and enactments of

resource allocation within a sense-making framework while implementing a national reform.

Having said that, this study is subject to several limitations. First, the participants and their

considerations relate to a specific educational context. Hence, in order to enable general-

ization of the findings and substantiate their international validity, we recommend conducting

similar studies in various socio-cultural contexts elsewhere as well. In other words, it is

important to understand how sense-making takes place in different school contexts, as

sense-making is not a one-size-fit-all doctrine that provides a yes or no answer for a rainbow

of scenarios. Second, the interviews with the principals took place in the second academic

year of reform implementation. Longitudinal research is needed to examine whether and how,

while making sense of resource allocation, principals change their considerations in time,

from the early reform phase through to the implementation stage, since sense-making is a

continuous and ongoing process (Maitlis and Christianson, 2014). Third, we used maximal

differentiation sampling (Creswell, 2014) to capture a wide range of perspectives and gain

greater insight into principals’ sense-making processes. However, in this study we could not

differentiate between each principal’s consideration and the school context from which it

emanated. Therefore, it would be advisable to explore the interconnections between princi-

pals’ considerations and factors such as gender, seniority, school size, and districts. Moreover,

our research has not focused closely on principals’ own histories. Future research could

explore how their histories might shape school principals’ consideration while navigating

their schools through an external allocation of national resources. Finally, the sense-making

process in this study was limited to principals’ perceptions only. This structure does not

explain the more expansive usage of sense-making as a group-based and network-focused

framework. Thus, a co-developmental, sense-making process requires exploring superinten-

dents’, policymakers’, and school-teachers’ perceptions of resource allocation as well. In this

sense, it is important to explore the congruence between the principal’s discretion regarding

resource allocation and the sense-making process of the school administration team.

This research holds both theoretical and practical contribution. Theoretically, this study

addresses the intersection of three areas that have received little academic attention to date. First,

pedagogical reforms are moving towards a combination of increased school autonomy and inten-

sified accountability (Rigby et al., 2016). Yet, little is known about the considerations that guide

school leaders while allocating resources within this particular context that relates autonomy and

accountability. In this regard, our study can serve as a conceptual and practical anchor for schools

that are required to implement similar allocations of resources in different countries. Second, how

schools, particularly school principals, use their autonomy for pedagogical innovation deserves

empirical scrutiny (Agasisti et al., 2013). Third, sense-making as a conceptual framework may

potentially enable an in-depth understanding of school principals’ internal processes in translating
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new ideas into pedagogical practices while being both autonomous and accountable (Brezicha

et al., 2015).

Practically, this qualitative phenomenological study, which explored principals’ perceptions

and enactments of resource allocation in diverse school contexts during the implementation of a

national reform, may provide important information to policymakers regarding future design of

pedagogical reforms that balance the tension between accountability and school autonomy (Shir-

ley, 2016). Promoting a better understanding that encourages an effective balance between

accountability requirements and pedagogical autonomy, allows school leaders more degrees of

freedom to decide on how to shape longer term teaching and learning initiatives. This will nurture a

safe environment for school leaders in which they can better make sense of reform demands as well

as use the resources allotted to them efficiently to maximize student performance.

In sum, sense-making processes can assist the educational staff and school leaders in

implementing allocations of resources while balancing between autonomy and accountability,

thus promoting new pedagogical practices. There have been significant changes since the

National Reform Implementation was introduced, nevertheless school leaders are still grap-

pling with accountability-autonomy balance and hesitate to act autonomously (Eisnberg and

Selivansky Eden, 2019). Therefore, this article proposes both relevant and practical data to

principals facing the fundamental challenge of reform implementation today. A closer exam-

ination of leaders’ sense-making processes may lead towards deeper understanding regarding

using autonomy to meet diverse students’ needs in general and improving teaching and

learning in particular.
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Figure 1. A sense-making process in reform implementation.
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