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This study investigates how creative leadership enables school innovativeness and
organisational learning within the Malaysian education context. Using a qualitative
multi-case study design, the research explores leadership practices across three
schools, drawing on interviews, open-ended questionnaires, observations and
artefacts. It involved interviews with two school leaders and two teachers from each
school, questionnaires completed by seven subject teachers per school and
observations conducted across three schools in three separate lessons. Data were
gathered using thematic analysis, allowing patterns to emerge from the participants’
experiences and perspectives. Guided by Sternberg’s WICS model and Lewin’s Force
Field Theory, the study finds that visionary and courageous principals foster inclusive
cultures of innovation through distributed leadership, flexible pedagogy and emotional
intelligence. Key themes show creative leadership empowers teachers through
decentralised decision-making, collaborative problem-solving and reflective
organisational learning, all contributing to school innovativeness and successful school
transformation. Despite systemic barriers such as policy rigidity, resistance to change
and limited resources, creative leadership emerged as a vital force in navigating
complexity and promoting resilience. The study contributes to theory by positioning
creative leadership as a holistic, context-responsive model integrating emotional,
cognitive and strategic dimensions of change. Practical and policy implications include
leadership training programmes focused on adaptability, emotional intelligence and
innovation management, along with curriculum reforms promoting creative
pedagogies and professional collaboration. Future research should examine leadership
adaptability and professional learning as key drivers of educational innovation across
diverse contexts.

1. Introduction
1.1 Background of Study

Our society is undergoing rapid transformation due to globalisation, technological advances and
the effects of COVID-19, which have increased complexity and uncertainty across sectors, including
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education [1,2]. Research indicates that the pandemic exposed structural limitations, compelling
schools to adopt remote learning and reassess traditional assumptions about leadership, pedagogy
and organisation [3,4]. Consequently, scholars argue that schools must undergo radical
transformation to keep pace with accelerating societal change and to maintain relevance in an
evolving educational landscape [5].

To address these challenges, education systems are increasingly urged to cultivate 21 century
skills such as creativity, adaptability and critical thinking [6]. Developing these skills enable learners to
navigate an increasingly volatile world [7] by acquiring future-oriented competencies that align with
both global and local educational contexts [8]. In response, schools are encouraged to adopt agile and
inclusive approaches to navigate technological and societal change effectively [9]. Furthermore,
scholars suggest that traditional hierarchical leadership models are insufficient for achieving
organisational adaptability [10]. Instead, effective leaders are expected to demonstrate creativity and
collaboration [11] as well as empathy and vision [12], thereby fostering cultures of innovation and
organisational learning [13].

In Malaysia, leadership remains constrained by centralised governance and exam-focused
accountability [14]. Despite reforms promoting autonomy and professional development [15],
opportunities for innovation remain limited [16]. Hence, school leaders continue to face considerable
challenges in fostering creative and innovative cultures [17]. This research investigates how creative
leadership is implemented by principals in the Malaysian schools and how it contributes to fostering
innovation and organisational learning. Using a qualitative multi-case study approach, the study aims
to examine the experiences, strategies and challenges encountered by school leaders as they navigate
the demands of creative leadership. In doing so, it addresses an important gap in the literature and
provides practical insights into how Malaysian schools can transition towards more innovative and
future-ready models of leadership.

1.2 Literature Review
1.2.1 Creative leadership

Creative leadership refers to the ability to envision, generate, and implement original yet
effective ideas that drive meaningful organisational change, particularly within education. Unlike
traditional hierarchical models, it has been described as integrating wisdom, intelligence, and
creativity to achieve sustainable transformation [18], while also encompassing adaptability,
collaboration, risk-taking, and the capacity to foster creativity in others [19]. Rooted in emotional
intelligence and reflective practice [20], creative leadership promotes teacher autonomy,
professional growth, and innovation [21], including the integration of digital tools and
interdisciplinary approaches [22]. Moreover, it has been shown to foster collaboration and
empowerment [23], with creativity recognised as the foundation for developing broader classroom
competencies [24]. Ultimately, creative leadership transforms schools into adaptive learning
organisations through shared decision-making and a sustained focus on human potential [25].

1.2.2 Organisational learning

Organisational learning (OL) enhances a school’s capacity to adapt and innovate through
knowledge creation, sharing and institutionalisation at individual, group and institutional levels
[26,27]. OL involves four key processes: intuiting, interpreting, integrating and institutionalising
insights to embed learning across the organisation [28]. In schools, OL supports collaborative
cultures, flexible pedagogy and continuous improvement. This is achieved when leaders build trust
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and shared vision [29], establish psychological safety that encourages experimentation [30] and
embrace open innovation mindsets which drive digital transformation and collective growth [31].

1.2.3 School innovativeness

School innovativeness involves not only introducing new pedagogies, technologies and
organisational processes but also creatively reinterpreting existing practices [32]. Principals play a
central role in driving such innovation by fostering collaboration, trust and shared ownership among
staff, thereby enhancing overall school improvement [33]. When teachers are empowered, they help
build positive innovation climates that promote engagement and professional growth [34], while
supportive environments further strengthen teacher efficacy and confidence [35]. Innovative schools
are distinguished by pedagogical practices that nurture critical and creative thinking through
exploratory and problem-solving approaches [36], adopt flexible, student-centred methods that
enhance adaptability [37] and maintain progress through collective teacher collaboration and
reflective practice [38].

1.2.4 Malaysian educational context

The Malaysian education system remains highly centralised, with top-down decision-making,
strong accountability and an emphasis on examination performance. Although the Malaysia
Education Blueprint 2013-2025 promotes innovation and autonomy, rigid structures and
standardised assessments continue to limit school-level creativity [39,40]. Prescriptive professional
development further restricts teachers’ ability to respond to changing educational needs [41]. The
COVID-19 pandemic exposed these weaknesses, as schools had to adopt digital tools and remote
learning that required greater flexibility [42]. In this context, principals’ digital leadership became
vital for supporting instructional adaptation and maintaining learning continuity [43], while adaptive
leadership—centred on responsiveness, innovation and community engagement—enhanced
organisational resilience [44].

Despite growing recognition of the importance of creative leadership, organisational learning and
school innovativeness, there is limited empirical evidence on how these concepts are enacted and
interconnected within Malaysian schools. Most existing studies focus on theoretical models or
Western contexts, offering little insight into how principals practise creative leadership amid
centralised governance and exam-oriented cultures. This highlights the need for contextually
grounded research that explores how school leaders foster innovation and organisational learning
within these constraints. Accordingly, this study investigates how creative leadership is implemented
in Malaysian schools and how it contributes to building more adaptive and future-ready educational
environments. Advancing creative leadership in Malaysia therefore requires distributed, context-
sensitive approaches supported by professional development that nurtures innovation and
inclusivity.

1.3 Theoretical Framework

This study draws on Sternberg’s WICS framework and Lewin’s Force Field Theory to examine how
creative leadership fosters innovation and organisational learning in schools. Creative leadership
entails generating original yet relevant ideas, guiding purposeful change and inspiring collective
innovation. Sternberg’s WICS model situates leadership at the intersection of Wisdom, Intelligence
and Creativity, balancing visionary thinking, ethical judgement and practical implementation [45].
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Lewin’s Force Field Theory complements this by framing change as the interplay between driving
forces that promote progress and restraining forces that maintain the status quo, with principals
strengthening enablers such as trust and collaboration while addressing barriers like rigid policies and
limited resources [46]. Research on change leadership shows that transformational leadership inspires
collective purpose and drives improvement [47,48], while distributed leadership fosters shared
responsibility and agency within schools [49]. Studies on organisational learning highlight how
knowledge sharing and reflective practice promote innovation and adaptability [50], and research on
creativity emphasises the importance of intrinsic motivation in sustaining creative performance [51].
This integrated framework explains how schools become adaptive, innovative and future-ready as
shown in Figure 1 below.

Theoretical
Foundations
|
1 1 1
P Organisational Change
Creativi '
Y Leamning (OL) Leadership
Transformational & 41 Model (Intuiting, WICS Model
istri Interpreting, (Sternberg
Distributed : 3
Leadership Integrating, Componential
Institutionalising) Theory)

[Principals’ Beliefs, Attitudes,
Actions (Leadership
Mechanisms & School
Leadership Styles)

enabling

School Innovativeness &
Organisational Learning
(Vision, Risk-Taking,
Collaboration, Reflection)

outcome

Creation of Innovation &
Creative Schools (Creative
Learners, Empowered
Teachers, Sustainable
Educational Transformation)

Fig. 1. Theoretical framework of creative leadership

In light of the reviewed literature, it is evident that while creative leadership has gained increasing
recognition as a transformative force in education globally, research on its application and impact
within the Malaysian school context remains limited and fragmented. Most existing studies have
focused on specific regions, school types or single perspectives—often relying solely on teachers’ or
principals’ views—resulting in a lack of comprehensive understanding of how creative leadership is
practised and experienced across different school settings. Moreover, there remains a gap between
theoretical discussions on creative leadership and its practical implementation in everyday school
management, teaching and learning. This study therefore seeks to address these gaps by exploring
how school principals enact creative leadership to foster innovation, professional growth and
collaborative cultures within Malaysian schools. The research is significant as it contributes empirical
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evidence to an underexplored area, offering insights that may guide educational leaders,
policymakers and teacher development programmes towards cultivating more creative, adaptive and
future-ready schools in Malaysia. Ultimately, the main objective of this research is to investigate how
creative leadership is implemented by school principals to develop innovative schools and to examine
its influence on teachers’ and students’ creativity within the Malaysian educational context.

2. Methodology
2.1 Research Paradigm and Design

This study was guided by Lincoln and Guba’s interpretive paradigm, which views reality as socially
constructed and best understood through participants lived experiences [52]. Such a paradigm
privileges insider perspectives, allowing the researcher to explore how participants interpret creative
leadership in context. A qualitative approach was therefore appropriate for examining the complex
social processes within schools [53,54]. Employing a multi-case study design, the research combined
phenomenological interviews, observations, open-ended questionnaires and the collection of
artefacts, generating comparative insights into leadership practices across three schools.

2.2 Participants and Sampling

Three schools in Malaysia were selected: an international school in Negeri Sembilan (School A), a
government school in Perak (School B) and an international school in Kuala Lumpur (School C). This
diversity allowed exploration across varied educational contexts. Sampling was purposive and
snowball in nature, focusing on schools known for innovation and flexibility [55]. Participants
included 12 school leaders and teachers interviewed, alongside 21 teachers who completed open-
ended questionnaires. School leaders were defined as deputy principals or heads of departments,
providing close perspectives on principals’ leadership. Individuals recognised for openness, resilience
and innovation were prioritised [56].

2.3 Data Collection and Analysis

Data were gathered between May and August 2023. Semi-structured interviews elicited detailed
accounts of leadership, while questionnaires captured wider teacher perspectives. Observations and
artefacts enriched contextual understanding. Data collection continued until saturation was reached.
Analysis employed thematic coding, following grounded theory techniques of open, axial and
selective coding, supported by ATLAS.ti. Constant comparison and memo-writing refined categories,
while triangulation enhanced validity.

2.4 Trustworthiness and Ethics

This study ensured validity and reliability through accurate procedures, consistent findings and
triangulation of interviews, observations, questionnaires and artefacts. Member checking and peer
review reduced bias and enhanced credibility. Prolonged engagement, data saturation and rich
descriptions strengthened validity and transferability. Ethical standards were upheld with UMREC
approval, site access from principals and informed consent. Participation was voluntary, anonymous
and withdrawal allowed. Data were securely stored, pseudonymised and scheduled for deletion after
completion.
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3. Findings

The study demonstrates how creative leadership fosters innovation in Malaysian schools. Drawing
on interviews, questionnaires, observations and artefacts, it identifies leadership definitions, roles,
strategies and challenges. Findings highlight supportive environments, varied pedagogies and
effective communication, showing creative leadership’s central role in cultivating innovation,
empowering teachers and enhancing student learning.

3.1 Interview Analysis

Across Schools A, B and C, creative leadership was widely understood as involving innovation,
originality and the courage to take risks. In School A, creativity was defined as generating new

knowledge and challenging conventions; in School B, it centred on forward-thinking approaches that
make learning meaningful; and in School C, it emphasised experimentation and openness to new
ideas. School leaders viewed creativity as a driver of institutional and societal progress, while teachers
interpreted it more practically, linking it to classroom engagement, autonomy and adaptive teaching.

Table 1

Summary of interview analysis

Subtopics

Main Themes

School Leaders'
Perspective

Teachers' Perspective

Definition of creative
leadership

Characteristics of creative
leaders

Role of principal

Strategies and
implementation

Perception: Working with
creative leader

Perception towards creative
leadership

Feasibility/effectiveness of
strategies

Impacts of creative leadership

Issues and challenges

Innovative vision,
courageous leadership,
impactful progress
Visionary
communication,
resilience & organisation,
collaboration

Strategic direction, trust
& inclusion, holistic
culture

Dynamic pedagogy,
inclusive practices,
collaborative growth

Inspirational climate,
collective success, well-
being

Transformation,
innovation & inclusivity,
societal empowerment
Collaboration &
communication, learning
culture, student
responsibility

Teaching innovation,
cultural shift,
empowerment

Cultural resistance,
systemic constraints,
pressure & fear

Challenge norms, foster
innovation, promote
societal advancement
Inspire vision, manage
change, build trust and
openness

Visionary, empowering
mentors and change
agents

Promote tech, risk-taking,
curriculum flexibility,
feedback

Model integrity, foster
well-being, enhance
morale

Guide change, create
space for
experimentation
Encourage trust, align
goals, promote mutual
growth

Foster growth mindset,
safe environment,
creativity

Highlight resistance,
societal conformity,
systemic limits

Focus on practical
pedagogy, engagement
and innovation

Value clear direction,
structure and
motivational support

Appreciate
empowerment,
communication, daily
guidance

Implement autonomy-
driven, differentiated,
inclusive learning

Feel heard, valued, and
emotionally supported

Report better practices,
student outcomes,
teacher autonomy
Stronger ties, inclusive
spaces, mutual growth

Deliver exploratory, real-
world, student-focused
lessons

Struggle with workload,
fear of judgement,
curriculum pressure
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The characteristics and roles of creative leaders were consistently described as visionary,
communicative, and collaborative. In School A, leaders inspired innovation through questioning and
flexibility; in School B, authenticity and trust were central; and in School C, confidence and
transparency characterised leadership. Principals across the schools acted as strategic guides, mentors
and change agents who promoted open communication, inclusivity and holistic development.
Teachers viewed these qualities as empowering, fostering teamwork, respect and a positive learning
culture.

In terms of implementation, creative leadership was enacted through innovative pedagogy and
inclusive, student-centred practices. School A prioritised experiential and technology-enhanced
learning; School B adopted 21st-century pedagogies and encouraged student voice; and School C
emphasised collaboration, diversity and reflection. These approaches enhanced creativity,
motivation, and school-wide collaboration. Despite these successes, several challenges persisted:
School A struggled with traditional “spoon-feeding” habits and limited resources, School B faced
workload and cultural resistance and School C contended with exam-oriented and parental pressures.
Overall, while contextual barriers remained, creative leadership across all three schools fostered
innovation, inclusivity, and a culture of empowerment that enhanced both teaching and learning.

In short, the interview responses gathered from the school leaders and teachers were analysed
into different sub-codes which are then categorised into 9 subtopics. They are then summarised into
3 main themes for each subtopic. Table 1 above shows the summary of the interview analysis.

3.2 Open-ended Questionnaires Analysis
3.2.1 Perceptions on creative leadership

Teachers across all three schools described creative leadership as a multifaceted construct
involving innovation, adaptability, empowerment and the cultivation of a supportive, inclusive culture.
In School A, it was seen as moving beyond traditional approaches to generate practical solutions,
adapting ideas to local contexts and anticipating challenges. Teachers highlighted the importance of a
shared vision, open communication and inspiring others through autonomy and emotional support.
In School B, creative leadership was linked to practical innovation, risk-taking and responsiveness to
dynamic contexts, with principals fostering diverse perspectives, inclusive decision-making and
psychological safety. School C emphasised nurturing talent, encouraging idea-sharing and modelling
creative behaviours, with principals actively listening, valuing diverse viewpoints and inspiring trust,
confidence and motivation through empowerment and equitable delegation.

3.2.2 School development

Creative leadership was regarded as essential for shaping collaborative, inclusive and innovative
learning environments. In School A, it encouraged experimentation, teamwork and risk-taking,
supported by technology integration, varied teaching strategies and student-centred approaches. A
positive climate grounded in recognition, fairness and emotional support sustained motivation and
growth. In School B, it promoted curriculum flexibility, student ownership and holistic learning
addressing academic, social and emotional needs, fostering autonomy and resilience. School C
emphasised student independence, collaboration and active learning through flexible environments,
open-ended questioning and project-based activities, while involving parents and the community to
strengthen shared ownership.
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3.2.3 Issues and challenges

Teachers identified barriers including systemic rigidity, exam-focused curricula, resource
constraints and resistance to change. School A noted workload pressures, limited planning time and
fear of failure. School B cited large classes, uneven leadership support, limited training, inadequate
digital tools and cultural norms favouring exams over experimentation. School C highlighted
hierarchical structures, fixed mindsets, time pressures and insufficient infrastructure or professional
development, weakening shared vision and momentum.

3.2.4 Application in context

Despite constraints, practical strategies supported creative leadership. School A employed in-
house training, professional learning communities PLCs, collaborative decision-making and supportive

leadership.
Table 2
Summary of open-ended questionnaire analysis
Sections Main Themes School A School B School C
Perceptions on Innovation, Emphasised practical Linked to risk-taking, Focused on
creative leadership adaptability, innovation, contextual inclusive decision- nurturing talent,
empowerment adaptability, shared making, embracing diversity

School development

Issues and
challenges

Application in
context

Learning culture and
student growth

Systemic constraints
and resistance

Strategies and
practical enactment

vision, autonomy and
emotional support.

Promoted
experimentation,
teamwork, tech
integration and
student-centred
approaches. Positive
climate grounded in
emotional support.

Faced issues like
workload, limited
planning time, lack of
funding/support and
fear of failure.

Implemented PLCs,
collaborative decision-
making, open
communication and
leadership modelling.
Created a supportive,
non-toxic school
culture.

psychological safety
and support for

diverse perspectives.

Encouraged flexible
curriculum, student
ownership and
holistic learning.
Supported
autonomy and self-
directed learning.

Challenges included
large class sizes,
inadequate digital
tools, inconsistent
support and exam-
centric culture.

Emphasised CPD,
mentoring, team-
based learning,
curriculum
relevance and
inclusive dialogue in
a respectful and
empowering
environment.

of thought, trust-
building, equitable
delegation and
calculated risk-
taking.

Fostered
independence,
active learning,
collaboration and
community
engagement
through project-
based learning and
parental
involvement.
Identified
hierarchical barriers,
fixed mindsets, time
pressure, lack of
infrastructure and
poor communication
as obstacles.
Applied flexible
teaching, student-
led projects, digital
tools, higher-order
thinking strategies
and collaborative
initiatives to build
trust and innovation.
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School B emphasised continuous professional development (CPD), mentoring, team-based
learning and real-world curriculum relevance. School C integrated flexible practices, student-led
projects and digital tools, fostering growth mindsets, higher-order thinking and collaborative, trust-
based learning environments.

To sum up, the open-ended questionnaire used in this study was divided into 4 sections and all
the responses collected from the different subject teachers from all 3 schools were coded and
categorised into themes. The themes were then merged into main themes which is shown in table 2
above.

3.3 Observation Analysis
3.3.1 School A

The classroom observation of a Science lesson in School A demonstrated effective pedagogical
practices across lesson stages. The teacher skillfully employed multimedia resources, hands-on
experiments and collaborative activities to enhance students’ engagement and participation in the
classroom. Set induction stimulated students’ curiosity through visual aids, while the presentation
phase accommodated diverse learning styles. The activities conducted in the practice phase
emphasised experiential learning, with science experiments promoting active knowledge application.
Production phase fostered autonomy through structured group work, developing both subject
understanding and teamwork skills. The lesson concluded with higher-order thinking exercises to
consolidate learning. Overall, the teacher showed adaptability in pacing instruction and modifying
explanations based on student responses. Clear communication and differentiated strategies-
maintained engagement while catering to varied abilities, creating a balanced learning environment
that combined curriculum delivery with creative exploration.

3.3.2 School B

Classroom observation in School B's English lesson demonstrated highly effective, multi-sensory
teaching approaches. The teacher skilfully engaged students through an interactive set induction using
a calendar and song, followed by the presentation phase incorporating a guessing game, pair work
and a hands-on practice activity (i.e., a Christmas-themed treasure hunt). The production phase
fostered creativity through an art and craft session, while poetic recitation as a class provided a
meaningful closure. The lesson consistently employed visual, auditory and kinesthetics strategies to
accommodate diverse learners, with clear instructions ensuring smooth implementation. These
methods created an energetic yet structured learning environment where students actively
participated, made personal connections to the material and developed language skills through
relevant, enjoyable activities that maintained high motivation throughout.

3.3.3 School C

The Geography lesson on deforestation at School C exemplified exemplary teaching practices
through its well-structured phases. The set induction effectively engaged students using contrasting
images and "Think-Pair-Share" discussions. The presentation phase incorporated digital research via
iPads, fostering independent inquiry and critical thinking about deforestation causes. Students then
consolidated knowledge through individual mind-mapping activities during practice. The production
phase transitioned to collaborative poster creation, promoting environmental advocacy and
teamwork. The lesson concluded with a documentary screening and reflective discussion, connecting
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classroom learning to real-world applications. Throughout, the teacher skilfully blended visual,
auditory and kinesthetics approaches while maintaining clear communication and adaptability to

different learning styles.

Table 3

Summary of observation analysis

School Subject observed Teaching strategies Learning approaches,
outcomes and
environment
School A Science - Multimedia and visual - Experiential learning
aids for set induction - Differentiated instruction
- Hands-on experiments - Structured group work
- Collaborative group - Responsive pacing and
activities explanations
- Higher-order thinking - Active student
exercises engagement
- Development of subject
mastery and teamwork
- Clear communication and
adaptability created a
balanced environment
fostering creative
exploration alongside
curriculum goals
School B English - Calendar and song for - Multi-sensory (visual,
interactive set induction auditory, kinesthetic)
- Guessing game and pair approach
work - Creative expression
- Themed treasure hunt for - Personal connections to
practice content
- Art & craft for production
- Poetic recitation for - Highly motivated
closure students
- Structured yet energetic
learning environment
- Clear, consistent
instructions ensured
inclusivity and active
participation
School C Geography - Contrasting images and - Inquiry-based learning

Think-Pair-Share in set
induction

- Use of iPads for digital
research

- Mind-mapping for
practice

- Poster creation in
production

- Documentary viewing
and reflection for closure

- Critical thinking and
advocacy

- Collaborative and
independent tasks

- Multi-modal delivery

- Deepened real-world
understanding

- Engaged students
through autonomy and
environmental relevance
- Inclusive, reflective and
student-centred learning
culture
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Observations were carried out to gain deep insights into the existence and application of creative
leadership in the teaching and learning processes as described above. The summary of the
observations conducted in the three selected schools is shown in Table 3 above.

3.4 Artefact Analysis

Photographic artefacts from Schools A, B, and C illustrated how creative leadership was
embedded in both physical and pedagogical design. The four key themes which are: collaborative
learning spaces, visual celebration of creativity, integration of technology and holistic student
development show that creative leadership actively shaped school culture and learning practices.

Across the schools, classroom and shared spaces encouraged interaction, critical thinking and
collaboration through flexible layouts and student-centred arrangements. Visual displays of student
work and thematic exhibits celebrated achievement and made learning visible, transforming
corridors and classrooms into vibrant learning galleries. Technology was also seamlessly integrated,
with smartboards, multimedia tools, and digital resources supporting interactivity, innovation, and
digital literacy.

Holistic student development further reflected leadership that valued emotional and social
growth alongside academic success. Creative spaces, experiential learning, and extracurricular
initiatives promoted well-being and self-expression. Collectively, the artefacts revealed purposeful,
inclusive environments where creative leadership translated into tangible practices that empowered
both teachers and students.

These artefacts act as additional evidence through pictures and descriptions of the different
venues in the three schools. They were able to support and enrich the qualitative findings of the
study on creative leadership. The summary of the artifacts collected from all three schools are

tabulated in the table below.

Table 4

Summary of artefact analysis

Themes

School A

School B

School C

Collaborative learning
spaces

Visual celebration of
creativity

Integration of technology

Holistic student
development

Group seating, discussion
corners and multipurpose
rooms to encourage peer
engagement and critical
thinking.

Display of student work,
thematic charts and public
recognition of
achievement reinforced
learning and confidence.

Use of smartboards and
classroom computers for
interactive and engaging
instruction.

Dedicated rooms for art
and music supported
students' emotional, social
and creative growth.

Adaptive designs in
classrooms and libraries
facilitated a variety of
learning tasks and flexible
instruction.

Creative displays
celebrated students' effort
and encouraged self-
expression, contributing to
a vibrant and affirming
environment.

Multimedia tools
embedded in teaching
supported 21st-century
skills and enhanced lesson
delivery.

Hands-on activities such as
cooking and design tasks
promoted experiential,
real-world learning.

Student-centred space
arrangements promoted
agency and collaboration,
reflecting interactive and
inclusive pedagogy.
Classrooms and corridors
were designed as learning
galleries to showcase
creativity, stimulate pride,
and support expression.

Digital resources facilitated
project-based learning and
digital literacy,
demonstrating leadership
committed to innovation
and adaptability.

Sports facilities, play areas
and extracurriculars
supported physical and
emotional well-being and
holistic development.
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3.5 Triangulation

The study employed methodological triangulation to validate findings on creative leadership,
integrating interviews, questionnaires, observations and artefacts. Consistent themes emerged
across methods, with innovation, adaptability and student-centred approaches identified as core
leadership traits. Interview accounts of pedagogical strategies were corroborated by classroom
observations, while questionnaires confirmed widespread recognition of creative leadership’s
impact. Artefacts, such as collaborative classroom layouts and technology use, provided tangible
evidence of these practices. Triangulation also revealed shared challenges, including resistance to
change and resource constraints. This convergence demonstrated how leadership philosophies
translated into practice, ensuring findings accurately reflect the complexities of creative leadership
in schools.

4. Discussion

This study examined the ways in which creative leadership shaped the development of innovative
school environments through the perspectives of school leaders and teachers. Drawing on qualitative
data, the findings aimed to: (1) examine teachers' and (2) school leaders' views on creative leadership
approaches; understand how such leadership fostered school innovation according to (3) teachers
and (4) leaders; (5) identify obstacles in executing creative initiatives; and (6) formulate a conceptual
model for creative leadership development.

4.1 Perceptions of Creative Leadership

This study demonstrated how teachers and school leaders perceived creative leadership as a
transformative approach vital for fostering innovation, adaptability and inclusive learning. Across all
three schools, creative leadership was understood as a multifaceted practice combining visionary
thinking, courageous action and collaborative empowerment to address contemporary challenges.
Principals promoted “thinking beyond the norm” and “turning ideas into reality”, while teachers
valued environments that encouraged problem-solving and risk-taking. These perceptions resonated
with transformational leadership theory [57] and distributed leadership models [58], particularly in
cultivating psychological safety for experimentation alongside strategic direction.

Courageous leadership emerged as especially significant in post-pandemic contexts, with effective
principals described as authentic, resilient and willing to embrace failure as part of learning. This
quality, evident in School A’s positive reinforcement and School C’'s role-modelling, reinforced
arguments by Mutch [59] and Harris and Jones [60] on the value of adaptive, emotionally intelligent
leadership during disruption. Visionary communication also proved central, with teachers highlighting
the importance of leaders who set clear goals while enabling dialogue, aligning with Hargreaves and
Fullan’s notion of “coherence-making” [61].

Transformative outcomes were strongest where leadership empowered teachers through
professional development, autonomy and collaboration, facilitating interdisciplinary, differentiated
and technology-enhanced practices that advanced inclusion and student engagement. Importantly,
participants in School C linked creative leadership to broader community development, reflecting
equity-centred innovation [62] and collective agency [58].

Figure 2 below shows the overview of teachers’ and school leaders’ perceptions of creative
leadership practices in all the 3 schools.
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Fig. 2. Overview of perceptions of creative leadership practices

4.2 Perceptions on the Impact on Innovative School Development

This section demonstrated how teachers and school leaders perceived creative leadership as a
catalyst for educational innovation across six interconnected dimensions. Findings revealed that such
leadership reshaped teaching and learning ecosystems by advancing progressive pedagogies, inclusive
practices and organisational growth. At the pedagogical level, creative leadership enabled a paradigm
shift from traditional instruction to student-centred approaches. Teachers reported implementing
project-based learning, differentiated instruction and digital tools, while leaders emphasised
authentic assessments over standardised testing. These practices aligned with educational paradigms
that prioritise higher-order thinking skills and digital literacy [63], reflecting the adaptive principles of
situational leadership [64].

Creative leadership also cultivated inclusive ecosystems that valued diversity and student voice.
Learning environments were designed with flexible spaces, differentiated support and community-
connected projects, consistent with universal design for learning principles [65] and inclusive
education frameworks [66]. Initiatives such as School A’s community mapping and School C’s
community-engaged projects operationalised inclusion as both pedagogy and institutional ethos. A
culture of continuous improvement was fostered through collaborative professional development,
reflective practices and innovation cycles. School B’s action research and School C’s cross-
departmental learning communities exemplified Senge’s notion of learning organisations [67]. Parallel
to this, collaborative professionalism emerged as significant, with networks of mentoring, peer
observation and community partnerships strengthening professional capital [68] and extending
distributed leadership [49].

Relational trust was identified as foundational, with emotionally intelligent leaders modelling
vulnerability, active listening and recognition, thereby creating psychological safety for
experimentation [69]. Finally, creative leadership integrated academic excellence with wellbeing and
character education, reflecting global reform agendas that define student success holistically [54].
Theoretically, the study synthesised transformational, distributed and instructional leadership, while
practically offering evidence-based strategies for cultivating sustainable innovation cultures in 21st-
century schools.

Figure 3 below shows the overview of teachers’ and school leaders’ perceptions of creative
leadership practices in all the 3 schools.
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Fig. 3. Overview of perceptions of creative leadership facilitation on the development
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4.3 Challenges in Implementing Creative Leadership

The implementation of creative leadership in schools was constrained by three interrelated
categories of challenges: cultural-institutional barriers, systemic-resource constraints and teacher-
societal pressures. Cultural resistance, rooted in entrenched norms and traditional mindsets, impeded
innovation across all three schools. Teachers of BM, MT and ART in particular resisted pedagogical
changes, reflecting Schein’s view of organisational inertia and Hofstede’s cultural dimensions theory,
where high uncertainty avoidance fostered reluctance to adopt new approaches [70]. Principals
applied transformational leadership strategies to gradually shift institutional cultures [71], though this
proved arduous given the embedded traditions.

Systemic rigidity and resource limitations also hindered creative practice. Standardised curricula
and assessment regimes in Schools A and B constrained pedagogical flexibility, echoing Fullan’s
critique of the accountability—innovation tension [72]. Material deficiencies, including limited
technological tools and professional learning opportunities, further created implementation gaps. The
Malaysia Education Blueprint (2013—2025) acknowledged these challenges, calling for reforms that
reconcile accountability with creativity.

Finally, teacher workload and societal expectations presented barriers. Administrative burdens
curtailed experimentation [73], while societal prioritisation of exam performance over creativity,
particularly evident in ENG and ART subjects, disincentivised innovation. Bronfenbrenner’s ecological
framework contextualised how these macro-level pressures permeated schools, underscoring the
need for leadership strategies that integrate cultural change, resource provision and policy reform.
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4.4 Conceptual Model

This study proposed an integrated conceptual model of creative leadership in schools, comprising
seven interlocking components designed to foster innovation while addressing systemic challenges.
Grounded in empirical evidence from multiple case studies, the framework provides a structured yet
flexible roadmap for cultivating creative educational environments as shown in Figure 5 below.

At its foundation, the model emphasises continuous professional development through targeted
training, mentorship and collaborative learning structures. These initiatives address competency gaps
while promoting reflective practice, aligning with research on teacher agency and professional capital
[74]. Technology integration featured prominently, recognising digital pedagogy as a catalyst for
innovation and a means of mitigating resource limitations.

A creative organisational culture was identified as central, with practices institutionalised to
celebrate innovation, incorporate student voice and create psychological safety for experimentation
[69]. Drawing on ecological systems theory, the model positioned schools as dynamic mesosystems in
which micro-level interactions collectively shape institutional culture. Communication emerged as a
critical enabler, with professional learning communities and digital platforms supporting
interdisciplinary collaboration, reflecting principles of distributed leadership [49].

Pedagogically, the model foregrounded curriculum and instructional innovation through project-
and inquiry-based learning that transcends disciplinary boundaries, with authentic performance
assessments prioritising higher-order thinking skills [6]. Technology was framed as transformative,
advocating immersive tools and Al-powered platforms to personalise learning for diverse and
multilingual learners, echoing evidence on technology’s role in inclusive pedagogy [75].

Student engagement was promoted through experiential, student-led and community-connected
projects that enhanced cognitive and non-cognitive outcomes [76]. Inclusivity was embedded across
all dimensions, with differentiated instruction, universal design for learning and community
partnerships addressing equity gaps while leveraging diversity as a resource for innovation [77].
Theoretically, the model synthesised transformational, distributed and organisational learning
perspectives, while practically offering schools a pathway towards systemic, context-responsive
change.
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5. Implications and Recommendations

This study advances the discourse on educational leadership by positioning creative
leadership as a dynamic, contextually responsive construct [78] that integrates emotional
intelligence, cultural sensitivity and community engagement into leadership theories [79]. Practically,
it shows that creative leadership fosters inclusive, adaptive and innovative school cultures through
distributed approaches [80], effective time management and collaboration, supported by
professional development and flexible, risk-friendly environments. At the policy level, reforms should
explicitly support creative leadership through adequate funding, professional learning and curricular
flexibility [81], while reducing bureaucracy and valuing innovation. Future research should adopt
longitudinal designs to assess impacts on academic, emotional and critical outcomes [82],
comparative designs to examine cultural applicability and explore digital technologies. Overall,
creative leadership emerges not merely as a style but as an educational philosophy that cultivates
resilience, curiosity and adaptability in preparing future-ready, socially conscious citizens.

6. Conclusion

In conclusion, the findings from this study suggest that creative leadership can transform schools
by moving beyond rote learning and rigid curricula to meet the demands of a rapidly changing world.
In the Malaysian context, the school principals demonstrated this through distributed decision-
making, emotional intelligence and collaborative problem-solving, which fostered innovation,
inclusivity and adaptability among teachers. These practices empowered teachers to act as
facilitators, fostering collaborative and inquiry-based learning while embedding critical thinking,
communication and problem-solving into everyday practice. While the findings offer valuable
insights, this study is limited to three schools and shaped by contextual factors such as policy
constraints and resource availability. Future research could explore how creative leadership may be
integrated in leadership training and professional development and how educational policies can
better support adaptive, innovative practices in schools. Ultimately, creative leadership emerges as
a context-responsive philosophy that prepares future-ready, socially conscious citizens capable of
navigating complexity and contributing meaningfully to society.
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